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Discussions of past trauma
 

Flashbacks of child abuse
(emotional, mental, and one

instance of physical)
 

Death of a grandparent
 

PTSD
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The cover of Watch Over Me is stunning. What was the design process like?

When we first started talking about the cover, I had two requests. The first was that

it be different in style from my other books. I love the beautiful cover of my last

novel, We Are Okay, but since Watch Over Me is my first book that ventures into the

unexplainable instead of staying firmly in realism, I wanted the cover to reflect that

evolution. The second request was that it be a classic portrait style, made modern. I

was thinking of the Penguin Classics covers of books like Jane Eyre and Turn of the

Screw. I wanted a cover that would have a similar feeling but with something new

about it. 

The wildly talented Samira Iravani, the designer assigned to the project, found Pippa

Young’s work and approached her about making a painting. It was a true pleasure

watching Pippa’s process unfold, from photographing the model in different

positions to find the right angle and mood, to the first drawings, to the application

of paint. Each detail was carefully chosen, from the type of flowers in Mila’s hair

(anemones, which are in the book) to the flat blue/gray of the background to

represent the foggy sky, to the wave-pattered blanket she has wrapped around her.

And then the bold title across the whole thing! I couldn’t be more pleased with how

it turned out.

What made you want to structure the book with flashbacks throughout?

The structure was very challenging for me to get right. Initially, I wanted it to be a

frame novel—opening in one time, dipping into the past, and then returning to the

present, like Frankenstein. But that just wasn’t working, no matter how hard I tried. I

realized through trial and error that even more than the ghosts, Mila is 

being haunted by her memories. Once I figured that out I was able to 

make the memories take her over at certain points, revealing her backstory

a little piece at a time.
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What first inspired you to tell this story?

So many different sources of inspiration came together to make the book. I’d

wanted to attempt a re-telling for a long time, and had decided that I’d adapt

Henry James’ novella The Turn of the Screw by bringing it into modern day and

setting it in California. That story is about orphans and ghosts, and orphans led me

to foster youth, which reminded me of an article I’d read when I was in high school

about a couple who had adopted dozens of children and young adults out of the

foster system over many years.

And then, there was the lot of land across the street from the house I lived in at the

time. It was owned by a man who planned to build a house on it but couldn’t come

up with the money. Instead, he lived in an assortment of partially-built structures on

the property, and people came and went. I watched them as I washed dishes and

wondered about their lives.

Also, of course, is the emotional current that runs through the book, which has a lot

to do with the questions of what it means to be “good,” and if the things we’ve done

define who we are, and whether we can allow ourselves to show others our inner

selves, however messy, and asked to be loved and accepted anyway. These were

the questions that swirled through my head at the time, so they became the central

questions of the book.

You were a tutor at a public elementary school. Did that shape Mila’s role as

Lee’s teacher?

Very, very much. I didn’t have any experience working with young children 

at the time and received little training. I had five students assigned to me 

and I met with them after school for about an hour each, every week. All 

of them struggled a lot with reading and I did my best with the limited 

knowledge I had, aware the entire time that I wasn’t doing enough. I drew 

from the feelings I’d had—of uncertainty, of inadequacy, of longing to do 

better—when I wrote the tutoring scenes between Mila and Lee.
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Did you know from the beginning that you wanted the ghosts to be real?

I ended up deviating quite a bit from The Turn of the Screw to the point where it’s

just one of many sources of inspiration. But something I love about James’ novella is

how many interpretations it welcomes, including one where the ghosts absolutely

exist, and another where the ghosts are the governess’ hallucinations. I considered

both of those approaches, but ultimately, I decided that the ghosts were going to

be a fact of the farm. I wanted them to be as much a part of the place as the house

and the fog and the flowers and the family.

How they would behave—and how much fear or wonder they would evoke—was

something that took me a lot longer to figure out. Each draft I wrote had a slightly

different take on the ghosts. Sometimes they seemed menacing, other times they

were very gentle. As I wrote, I realized that Mila’s past was the true source of fear

and that the ghosts, strange and mysterious (and ultimately painful) as they are,

didn’t need to be frightening.

As a writer, how do you strike the balance when writing a book that explores

darkness and trauma alongside light and love?

That is one of the central pursuits of my work, because that’s what life is like. I’m

always trying to get to the heart of what it means to be a person in the world—or at

least, of what it feels like. Take this past year for example. So much suffering has

taken place all over the world, and our days have been full of uncertainty and

missing loved ones and anxiety and so much loss. And yet, I can still put on a mask

and drive a few miles to the ocean and watch the waves. I can still take 

walks with my daughter and discover miraculous, everyday things about 

our neighborhood. I can have Zooms with a group of friends every week 

and feel those bonds deepen. I can drink coffee in the morning with my 

wife, and stay up late reading together or watching TV, and love every 

moment of that time together. Life is full of pain and beauty and loss and 

love, and I try to reflect it—sometimes even to make some sense of it—

in my work.
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What do you hope readers take away from Watch Over Me?

I never write with a message in mind, but they seem to arise anyway. I think this book

is about vulnerability and the power of letting people see who you really are, even

when it’s terrifying. It’s about the power of choosing your family. And, to be totally

transparent, it’s also about the power of therapy—of allowing yourself to fully

experience your past trauma, to see yourself as you once were, to welcome that old

self in and comfort her, and be comforted by her, and continue on with your life, a

little more whole than you were before.

What are you working on now?

I’m currently finishing the revision of my first novel for adult readers, Yerba Buena,

which will be published in early 2022. I’ve been working on this novel for my entire

adult life and I’m thrilled and terrified, in equal measure, to know that it’s soon going

to be out in the world. I’m also working on a series for elementary-age readers and

a new YA novel.

What are three questions you recommend book clubs include in their

discussion guide for Watch Over Me?

1) What do you make of Terry and Julia and their decision to bring children to the

farm, knowing what awaits them and the pain they’ll endure? Did your feelings

about them evolve as the novel unfolded?

2) Why do you think so much is left unspoken and kept secret by the members of the

family? What does it signify that Mila has to go through her process of 

remembering and discovery on her own?

3) Were you surprised to learn about the secret Lee kept from Mila? 

Why did he do what he did, and was Mila partially to blame?
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Ingredients

 

1 cup heavy cream

Cold water

Salt to taste

Directions

 

Per Billy's instructions: "Pour [heavy cream] into a

mason jar, make sure the lid's on tight."

Next Billy says, "Shake. Forever." But 5-10 minutes

should do the trick.

Wait for the moment Mila experiences: "One

second I was shaking a liquid and the next it

thumped in the jar."

Then "take out the butter and strain it through a

cheesecloth—to get the rest of the buttermilk out."

Buttermilk can be saved and used in other

recipes!

Pour cold water over the butter to rinse off the

remaining buttermilk. Discard water.

Now for Billy's favorite part: "Stirring in the salt. So

much salt." Taste as you go.

Shape butter and serve!

Mila bonds with Billy and Liz when they teach her to make

butter from scratch. Follow their recipe to make some for

yourself and your club members!
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A Constellation of Roses by Miranda Asebedo

Trix McCabe thinks she doesn't need to rely on anyone, until

a judge sends her to live with long-lost family in a tiny Kansas

town. As she gets to know her aunts and cousin, the walls

she's built to protect herself start to fade away. Quiet and

with a touch of magic, this novel is sure to enchant those

who loved Watch Over Me.

The Astonishing Color of After by Emily X.R. Pan

Emily X.R. Pan deftly weaves a touch of magic into this

moving story about grief and healing as 15-year-old Leigh

travels to Taiwan to visit her late mother’s family. She

believes her mother has transformed into a bird and is

encouraging her to explore places that her mother

frequented while growing up.

Far from the Tree by Robin Benway

When 16-year-old Grace decides to put her baby up for

adoption, it sparks a desire to find her own birth parents.

With the support of her adoptive family, she begins 

her search and along the way discovers that she 

has two biological siblings: Maya and Joaquin. 
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Clap When You Land by Elizabeth Acevedo

Camino and Yahaira are sisters who have never met. Camino

lives in the Dominican Republic, while Yahaira lives in New

York City. When their father dies in a plane crash, his double

life is revealed and the two girls learn of each other’s

existence. Grappling with grief and feelings of betrayal, the

two slowly come to lean on each other.

A Heart in a Body in the World by Deb Caletti

Annabelle Agnelli is preparing to run nearly 3,000 miles from

Seattle to Washington, D.C. in the hope of escaping the

trauma she experienced the year before at the hands of a

person she refers to as The Taker. Annabelle isn’t alone in her

journey, but only she can find a way forward past her guilt

and grief. 

The Grief Keeper by Alexandra Villasante

Marisol Morales flees El Salvador for the United States. When

she's discovered by a U.S. government official, Marisol

agrees to participate in a medical trial in exchange 

for asylum approval. Scientists found a way to 

transfer emotions from one person to another, and 

Marisol is tasked with becoming a grief keeper.
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This book club kit was created by the team
at We Are Bookish, an editorially

independent division of NetGalley LLC. 
 

It was sponsored by Penguin Young
Readers.

 
For more book club kits visit

 
bookish.netgalley.com/book-club-kits/

16


