1. Nick Flynn's Another Bullshit Night in Suck City won the PEN/Martha Albrand Award for the Art of the Memoir, was translated into 10 languages, & will be released as a film starring Robert De Niro in 2011 or early 2012. He is also the author of 2 book of poetry. He has received fellowships from The Guggenheim Foundation & The Library of Congress. The Huffiington Post calls his new memoir, The Ticking is the Bomb, "urgent & important." 

Flynn’s first memoir, which takes its title from his nickname for Scituate, Massachusetts, weaves back and forth between his drunken, deadbeat father’s story and his own. Flynn settles in Boston, taking a job at the Pine Street Inn, one of the nation's most active homeless shelters. …[He] gets to know several of the men by name, knows their stories, how they ended up there, and makes a type of personal connections with them that he will never be able to make with his father. When Jonathan reappears at the shelter, it causes an intense personal crisis. Flynn cannot allow himself to treat his father different than any of the other men who show up nightly at Pine Street: "If asked directly, I'll say he's just another drunk, that's what I've always heard, a drunk and a con man, he has nothing to do with me." But during the next 15 years, Flynn reconstructs the lost years through conversations with his father and his father's acquaintances, letters, and manuscript excerpts.

The Ticking Is the Bomb, Flynn’s new memoir, opens with two distinct sets of images: a series of sonograms revealing the author’s unborn daughter, and his mental inventory of the infamous Abu Ghraib photographs. In Flynn’s anxious mind, imminent fatherhood and military brutality bleed together, pushing up against memories of his deeply troubled mother, a suicide, and father, a once-homeless alcoholic. “I’d just crossed the threshold of being the same age my parents had been when they’d imploded,” Flynn, in his forties, observes here with a sense of impending doom. The book—which unfolds in short, meditative bursts—shifts back and forth in time as Flynn grapples with his restlessness, and worries about what kind of parent he’ll be. And he keeps coming back to those photos from Abu Ghraib, at one point traveling to Istanbul to interview some of the men depicted in them. Slowly, Flynn begins to realize that his sense of bewilderment is nothing to fight against; it’s actually a reasonable response to the messy circumstances of his own life, not to mention a heartening counterpoint to the certainty so often relied on to rationalize America’s use of torture. 

2.       In the midst of his improbably upbeat debut novel, Stefan Merrill Block tells the story of Lord Alban Mapplethorpe and his descendants. The Mapplethorpes came from Iddylwahl, England, a place that Mr. Merrill says is “now long since wiped from map and memory alike.”  Nearly 100 of Iddylwahl’s women became involved with this amnesiac, Georgian-era duke. Sixty of them carried his offspring. And 38 carried the genetic mutation that originated in him and would go on to shape the 20th-century lives of Block’s main characters. That mutation, which the author calls EOA-23, “sealed itself into the genome of the duke (and all of those to follow), like a jacket’s zipper pulled up too quickly in a frigid gust, which is only one or two teeth away from its original, intended configuration but which — from that instant onward — may never be unzipped again.”  Block has found an unusually roundabout, fanciful way of telling the story of one family’s genetic destiny, early-onset Alzheimer’s disease, a story made grimmer by the new scientific certitude of genetic testing. Eventually, in a novel that has a strong scientific component, the protagonist begins conducting research into the EOA-23 gene. He wants to understand not only what has happened to his mother but also how long a shadow her fate casts. He wants to know why, if his parents thought he was doomed to Alzheimer’s, they ever wanted Seth to be born…. “The Story of Forgetting” is as true to the anguish of these questions as it is ablaze with love and vitality. 

Block’s second novel, The Storm at the Door, is due out this spring. Inspired by elements of the lives of the author’s grandparents, this haunting love story shifts through time and reaches across generations. Along the way, Stefan Merrill Block stunningly illuminates an age-old truth: even if one’s daily life appears ordinary, one can still wage a silent, secret, extraordinary war.

  
4.       Filipino-American Jon Pineda's memoir Sleep in Me about his cheerleader sister's transformation after an auto accident has been called a "literary standout" (library journal).  Against the backdrop of his teenage sister’s car accident—in which a dump truck filled with sand slammed into the small car carrying her and her friends—Jon Pineda chronicles his sister Rica’s sudden transformation from a vibrant high school cheerleader to a girl wheelchair bound and unable to talk. For the next five years of her life, her only ability to communicate was through her rudimentary use of sign language. Lyrical in its approach and unflinching in its honesty, Sleep in Me is a heartrending memoir of the coming-of-age of a boy haunted by a family tragedy. A prize-winning poet’s account of the irreparable damage and the new understanding that tragedy brings to his Filipino American family, Pineda’s book is a remarkable story maneuvering between childhood memories of his sister cheerleading and moments of monitoring her in a coma and changing her adult diapers. Pineda adeptly navigates between these moments of idyllic youth and heartbreaking sadness. Vivid and lyrical, his story is an exploration of what it means to live deeply with tragedy and of the impact such a story can have on a boy’s journey to manhood. Pineda has written 2 prizewinning books of poetry.

 

5.       North Carolina author Darnell Arnoult's novel Sufficient Grace is the powerful story of two southern families. Gracie Hollaman is a woman who begins paying more attention to her own voices at the opening of the book, when the messages and omens in her life are only just beginning to make sense to her. When her husband, Ed, comes home to a well-cooked meal with Gracie’s shredded credit cards in the center of his dining room table and a missing Buick, he only begins to understand that the woman he has been married to for thirty years has been “called” away. Arnoult takes us from the story of Gracie and Ed, to the story of Mamma Toots, Mattie and Tyrone, and then to the story of Sister Reba, the traveling preacher with a family left behind by choice. Arnoult’s writing is filled with little pieces of wisdom that her characters preach to one another and to themselves; “Life doesn’t always go the way you think it will. You have to change course sometimes, recalculate your direction and pray for the best. Pray that in the end, when the dust settles, despite your sins, you are blessed.”  Arnoult also writes poetry. 

 

6.       Rebecca Hardin Thrift's The Becky Show is a one-woman tale of "growing up Trash" in a poor cotton-mill North Carolina town.  Rebecca Hardin-Thrift probably shocked her family when she married and took the hyphen with her husband’s last name. Chances are, Trash don’t do no hyphens. During her hour-long show, Hardin-Thrift charms us with her angelic smile and southern drawl as she sings the praises of sweet iced tea (the elixir of Trash), touts the power of bacon grease (ain’t nothin in the world that don’t taste better with a li’l grease) and shows slides of her wayward family, painting for us pictures of tragic lives with her story-telling skills and sharp wit. The Becky Show is complexly crafted, bidding us closer with funny tips on making it as Trash, (have custody of all your babies) and then hitting us over the head with the deeper desperation of the characters we come to know through Wal-Mart portraits projected on the screen. Hardin-Thrift is brave in her honesty, coolly doling out her family’s tragedies in humorous quips. But once or twice, she stops—as if her own words were transporting her momentarily to the shotgun house where she grew up and, as a child, often ate fried potatoes for breakfast, lunch and dinner.  The show is an exploration of the truth-in-stereotypes about growing up poor by someone who knows—a talented woman who made it out of the slums seemingly unscathed.

7.       New York Times notable author Ron Rash's prizewinning novels include One Foot in Eden, Saints at the River, The World Made Straight; and Serena; 3 collections of poems & 2 collections of stories. A recipient of the O. Henry Prize, he holds the John Parris Chair in Appalachian Studies at WCU. 

 

8.       Poets Mary Adams & Catherine will share a reading. Mary Adams's books include Epistles from the Planet Photosynthesis & Commandment. She won an NEA fellowship in 2004. Catherine Carter's beautifully written books include The Memory of Gills & forthcoming Swamp Monster at Home.

 

9.       The film version of Daniel Woodrell's most recent of 8 novels, Winter's Bone, was released in June 2010 after winning 2 awards at the Sundance Film Festival, including the Grand Jury Prize for a dramatic film. Critics have called it one of the best films of the year & an American classic.It received 4 Academy Award nominations, including Best Picture. In a New Yorker review if the film, David Denby describes a family living “off the grid”: “The movie is set in the Missouri Ozarks, in backcountry—way back, where the front yards are filled with dead cars and cracked toilets, and the children ride wooden horses and hunt squirrels. There are no telephones, much less cell phones or computers, and not a TV in sight. Poverty is not necessarily the issue: the Dollys, we can see, don’t particularly want to join the consumer society; they live among cast-off things because they’re used to them. Their indifference to the outside world turns hostile when they’re visited by “the law.” …. The script—which the director, Debra Granik, and her collaborator, Anne Rosellini, adapted from the 2006 novel by Daniel Woodrell—doesn’t spell things out, but, as Ree travels around, we slowly get the point: all the Dollys, in one way or another, are involved in the meth trade. They guard secrets that they don’t wish Ree to know about or even ask about. Without making an actual appearance, meth is a character in the film, creating paranoia and corruption everywhere. Winter’s Bone is something new in movies: a ‘country-noir’ thriller. “

10.   African American poet & Kennedy Center teaching artist Glenis Redmond's awards include the Carrie McCray Literary Award, a fellowship from Vermont Writing Center, & scholarships to the Atlantic Center for the Arts. Among the top 10 in 1996 & 1997 National Individual Slam Championships, she has 2 CDs, 3 chapbooks, & a full-length book of poetry.  See a video of Redmond, live in performance, here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ib_8fpd7p_c&playnext=1&list=PLA33D6028D63ECEB5 

 

11.   African-American poet Shirlette Ammons of Durham, NC released a poetry volume, Matching Skin, & an album, Johnny Anonymous, featuring her musical collaborations with the Carolina Chocolate Drops & others.  Born in Wilmington, ammons moved to Mount Olive, worked "at the Pickle Plant one summer," attended N.C. State, took an American Fiction class with Tim McLaurin, and started playing the electric bass in her early 20s. With a smile, she admits she then, "joined the great American workforce in pursuit of a higher biography."  She's busy. In the last four years she has received a John Hope Franklin Grant for Documentary Studies, won the Ebony-Harlem Award for Literary Talent, published Stumphole: Aunthology of Bakwoods Blood, a poetry collection issued by Big Drum Press, and released a five song CD, Stump: The Intoxication of Makedo Funk. Her web-site, http://www.stumphole.com,  with an active guest dialogue page and downloads of her most popular spoken word pieces, lists a full slate of past and future performance gigs. 

Watch a video of Ammons performing here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0aaVSbpGM_w. 

 

