
 
 

“When I think about how I understand my role as citizen […] the most important stuff I’ve learned, I 
think I’ve learned from novels. It has to do with empathy. It has to do with being comfortable with the 
notion that the world is complicated and full of grays, but there’s still truth there to be found, and that 

you have to strive for that and work for that. And the notion that it’s possible to connect with 
some[one] else, even though they’re very different from you.” – Barack Obama 

 
Dear friends, family, colleagues, fellow nerds, and every combination thereof: 
  

Happy Near Year, and good riddance to 2016. I think most of us can agree that 
it was a horrible year; after hearing someone compared it to Goblet of Fire (the fourth 
book in the Harry Potter series, where things first take a darker turn), though, I'm a little 
less happy that it's over. 
  

Still, some good things happened – including reading a number of books that 
stole my heart. I started this  “Year in Reading” missive last year, and I’m excited to 
share 2016’s finds with you. After all, “words are, in my not-so-humble opinion, our most 
inexhaustible source of magic.” They can be a rallying cry, a guidebook, or a refuge – or 
all three. What better way to arm ourselves for a foreboding future? 
  

Furthermore, reading is an inherently political act. The stories we choose to 
consume inform our view of the world, and seeing life through the eyes of another will 
help us combat xenophobia, nationalism, and apathy. 
  

As in last year’s edition, I’ve remained devoted to diversity in reading. I won’t 
bore you with the stats, but I will encourage you to take a look at the books you’ve 
consumed and consider how many of the authors have been different from you, whether 
by sex/gender, race, religion, country of origin, or sexual orientation. Paying more 
attention to the numbers has pushed me to expanding my horizons, and that, in turn, 
has helped me discover a number of books that I hold dear to my heart – ones I never 
would have found if I hadn’t been looking. 



  
If you’re looking for a way to jump into new authors or genres but don’t know 

where to start, I highly recommend the Book Riot Read Harder Challenge. I started it in 
2015, completed it in 2016, and am beyond excited to jump into 2017’s categories. 

  
So, without further ado: here’s my best of 2016. 

   
--- 

  
Best Book That Could Have Gone Terribly, Terribly Wrong 
Title: How to Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia 
Author: Mohsin Hamid 
Genre: Literary fiction 
  
HtGFRiRA (I’m not writing that title twice!) follows a young man as he – wait for it – gets 
filthy rich in rising Asia. It starts at his childhood in a small village, and follows his move 
to the city and through the ranks. It's written as a pseudo-self-help book, with an 
important catch: it's also written in the second person. When I first picked up the book, I 
was sure I would hate it -- the concept seems gimmicky. 
Instead, I found myself strangely enamored of that voice. By using the second person, 
Hamid creates an intimacy with the story that touches your core. Combined with the 
short length of the book, the reader ends up with a profound sense of how fleeting life 
is. It's beautifully written, with many fragments that made me stop and breathe deeply, 
savouring the words. 
 

  --- 
 
Best Read-the-Book-Then-Watch-the-Movie Debate 
Title: Devil in a Blue Dress 
Author: Walter Mosley 
Genre: Mystery 
  
This was my choice for 2016’s Read Harder Challenge task of (surprise!) reading the 
book, then watching the movie. Devil in a Blue Dress introduces Mosley’s Easy Rawlins, 
an out-of-work man living in L.A. after WWII.  He takes a job to track down a woman – 
some rich man’s girlfriend – so he can pay his mortgage. The novel was both a great 
story, and an excellent look at race relations. The movie (with Denzel Washington in the 
lead) was also tremendous -- but a completely different beast. 
  

--- 
 

Best Historical Fiction About Religion 
Title: Silence 
Author: Shusaku Endo 



Genre: Literary fiction 
  
Silence is a historical novel describing the persecution of Christian missionaries in 17th-
century Japan. Martin Scorsese loved this book so much when he read it that he 
decided to make it into a movie right away; it’s coming out on January 6th in the US. 
While I’m not convinced that it will make a particularly good film, the book itself was 
fascinating, dealing with questions of faith, trust, martyrdom, and apostasy. The edition I 
read also had an amazing historical introduction to Christianity in Japan. It’s an 
excellent dose of nonfiction elements with deeply personal questions and philosophy. 
Recommended for religious individuals and atheists alike.  
  

 --- 
 
Best Intersectional Feminist Dystopian Sci-Fi in Space 
Title: Bitch Planet 
Author: Kelly Sue DeConnick and Valentine De Landro 
Genre: Comic 
  
Although I don't include comics in my official count, I have to tell you guys about this 
one. Guys: Intersectional. Feminist. Dystopian. Sci-Fi. In. Space. It's amazing. Read it 
now.  
  

--- 
 

Best Book About a Family That Makes Your Own Seem Extremely Functional 
Title: Geek Love 
Author: Katherine Dunn 
Genre: Literary Fiction 
  
I don't know what I expected when I started this book, but it... wasn't this. Geek Love is 
about a family of "circus freaks" -- the Binewski clan, where each child was borne of 
love and a new cocktail of drugs: an albino hunchback little person (and our narrator); 
conjoined twins; a boy with flippers instead of hands or feet; and one normal-looking 
child who was almost abandoned. The plot jumps between the past and the present; the 
reader gleans a portrait of a family brought together with fierce love and loyalty and torn 
apart by jealousy and fear. 
Geek Love isn't a perfect book, and it's not one that I feel like I can recommend lightly, 
nor to most readers, but it does tell an amazing story that put me through an emotional 
wringer, leaving my heart thumping or with tears in my eyes, and every emotion in 
between. It's about the meaning of family, love, and (blind) devotion, and it's unlike any 
other family saga I've read. 
  

--- 
 



Best Book That, Even Eight Months After Reading It, Has Left Me with Severe 
Existential Dread 
Title: The Ballad of Black Tom 
Author: Victor LaValle 
Genre: Horror 
  
The Ballad of Black Tom features one of my favourite dedications: "For HP Lovecraft, 
with all my conflicted feelings." The book is Lavalle's homage to Lovecraft's legacy in 
the genre, and a meditation on what it means to be a black author living in the time of 
the Black Lives Matter movement, writing in a genre over which Lovecraft -- a notorious 
racist -- casts his monolithic shadow. 
Clocking in at only 150 pages, it’s a tiny read that packs a punch. I read it in April, and 
the ending still haunts me. 
  

--- 
 

Best Mystery Where You Already Know the Culprit 
Title: Malice 
Author: Keigo Higashino 
Genre: Mystery 
  
In this book, we know who committed the murder and how -- we just need to figure 
out why. Higashino constructs it beautifully, because it kept me guessing until the very 
end -- even when I figured out the broad strokes, he filled in the details better than I 
ever could have expected. 
I really don't want to say anything else for fear of spoiling: just put down what you're 
doing and read it now. 
  

--- 
 

Best Delightful Fantasy Novel for the Days You Just Need Some Happiness 
Title: Sorcerer to the Crown 
Author: Zen Cho 
Genre: Fantasy 
  
I suspect I’ll make it a tradition to end these lists with a fantasy novel, and I’m so excited 
to recommend this one in particular to you. Sorcerer to the Crown introduces us to 
Zacharias, the Sorcerer Royal. Born into slavery, he was freed by the former Sorcerer 
Royal and brought to England to train in Thaumaturgy. Zacharias’s talent has been 
doubted at every turn because of the colour of his skin – and taking the highest office of 
magic in England hasn't won him any friends. None of that can matter, though: there is 
work to be done – in particular, identifying the cause of England's waning supply of 
magic. 
This book was quite unlike any other fantasy I have read. Cho manages to balance 



fantastic world building and deep, consistent characters with a joyful amount of humour. 
Cho has so much control over her writing that I am left nothing short of gobsmacked at 
her talent. 
  

--- 
  

That’s it for this year! For a full list of books I read in 2016, head over to my website and 
take a gander. As always, I would love to hear about your favourite reads from the year, 
and would be exceedingly pleased to provide personalized recommendations.  
  
Bookishly yours, 
Ola 
  
Final Statistics: 
Books read: 55 
Pages read: 17,710 
Read Harder 2016: Completed! 
 

% female authors: 52% 
% authors of colour: 37% 
% non-American authors: 44% 
% white, male (American) authors: 29% (17%) 

 

	


