Charmaine Broe-MacKenzie
Culturally Diverse Books

March 31, 2005

Ms. Rita Williams-Garcia

Lodestar Books

375 Hudson Street

NY, NY  10014

Dear Ms. Williams-Garcia;

I am inspired to write to you because I have recently read your wonderful book “Like Sisters on the Homefront”, and Christopher Paul Curtis’s book, “The Watsons Go to Birmingham”.  In some ways, Mr. Curtis’ book reminded me of your book, and not just because both novels won the Coretta Scott King Award.   
You started your story in Jamaica, NY, where you grew up, and Curtis places much of his story in Flint, Michigan, where he grew up.  Ruth Bell sends her daughter Gayle down South to family in Georgia to straighten her out, and the Watsons travel to family in Alabama with the intention of leaving their oldest son Byron to straighten him out.  

The strength of the family is almost a character in itself, in both stories.  In both novels, the redemption of one of the main characters is a main theme; Gayle in your novel, and Byron in Curtis’s novel.   In your novel, Gayle saves Cookie from sneaking off to see her boyfriend Stacey Anderson, and in Curtis’ novel, the mean big brother Byron saves Ken’s life in the river, and brings him out of his depression after the church bombing.

It was interesting to note that both you and Curtis personified death:  in your novel, when Great passed away, Gayle watched as “the black angel of death moved toward the rocker, picked up Miss Great’s body, and laid her on the bed.”   In Curtis’s novel, “Wool Pooh” grabbed at Kenny in the river, trying to drown him, and Kenny saw him again “crouched down, crawling around in the dust and the smoke of the church” after the bombing.

In your novel, Gayle wouldn’t cry, not after the abortion, not when she was sent away from her “homegirls”, and not after Great’s death.  Cookie wouldn’t cry after Great’s death, either, but finally the two girls cried together in the climactic scene when Gayle stopped Cookie from her reckless venture to lose her virginity.   The reader knows from that scene that the girls will be alright.  In “Watsons”, tough big brother Byron was “crying like a baby” after he rescued Kenny from the river, and Kenny finally cried out his fear and guilt and sadness he was feeling from what he witnessed inside the Church that was bombed.  Once he cried, he was able to come out from behind the couch where he had been hiding, and get on with his life.  
I think that both of you are terrific at writing dialogue (although, just between you and me, I give you the edge) that flowed well, and displayed the different rhythms of speech between North and South.   The conversations between your characters in “Sisters” were believable and revealed much about each character and his or her story.  I laughed at some of Great’s and Gayle’s colloquialisms, and Curtis’s dialogue in “Watsons” was downright funny in many places.   Sometime I had a little trouble reconciling the comedy in his novel with the sorrows.  In that respect, “The Watsons Go to Birmingham” reminded me of the movie, “Little Big Man”; that was the first movie I saw that had me laughing and crying in turn.  In “Watsons”, I had a hard time with the bullying incidents; for example when Byron was throwing Larry into the fence.  But, within a few pages I was laughing at the description of Byron sending “Nazi parachutes” down the toilet.   And just as I wasn’t prepared for the way you began your novel, with fourteen-year-old Gayle getting an abortion, I wasn’t prepared for the way Curtis ended his, with the bombing of the church in Birmingham.  It was only after I finished that I noticed that Curtis had dedicated his novel to the memory of the four girls who died that day. 
Thank you for writing “Like Sisters on the Homefront”.  I look forward to reading more of your novels, especially “Fast Talk on a Slow Track”.

Sincerely,

Charmaine MacKenzie

