
 
 

“Reading makes immigrants of us all. It takes us away from  
home, but more important, it finds homes for us everywhere.”  

– Jean Rhys 
 

 
Dear family, friends, and colleagues, 
 

Happy New Year! I hope that 2019 was full of love and happiness, rather than the raging 
dumpster fire so many have reported. While the past year was one of both triumph (I got my green card! I 
got promoted!) and struggle (so much work!) for me, I am happy to report it was an excellent year for 
reading, and I’m looking forward to sharing my favourites for the fifth(!) year in a row.  

 
Scratch that: I’m not just looking forward to sharing it. I’m excited to get these books in your 

hands, because they’ve delighted me as a reader and changed how I think about literature and what you 
can do with stories. I usually only give two books a year a 10/10 – this year, I had five.  

 
The questions the books ask are varied: How would you react act if your sister were a serial 

killer? If, as you lost your memory, you could change the fabric of reality? If your family were stuck in an 
infinite loop of a single day that always ended in a world-ending explosion? If an Igbo demon lived in your 
mind, and was the root cause of your destructive behavior? 

 
Or, put another way: what does it mean, to love your family unconditionally? How does shared 

memory define individual identity? What determines how would a person act, knowing there are no 
consequences to their actions? How do the stories of our shared culture impact our lived experiences? 
 

I’m curious what answers you’ll find in these pages, and I hope you’ll love these books as much 
as I did. 

 
The full list of books I read in 2019 can be found at this link – and if these selections don’t quite 

do it for you, you can find previous years’ recommendations on the appropriate pages. I hope you love 
these books as much as I did – and if you ever want a special recommendation, just for you, please reach 
out.  

 
Before I leave you to the list, I have one last note. 2020 will be a year of massive change for me, 

not the least because I’ve decided that, after two and a half years, I’ll be leaving my consulting role in 
Boston Consulting Group some time in the spring. I’m not sure what the future holds for me yet, but I’m 
looking forward to figuring it out. If you have any book recommendations that you think would be useful, 
please send them over! 



 
 
 
Best cast of flawed female characters who are each broken in their own way: My Sister, the Serial 
Killer by Oyinkan Braithwaite 
 
My Sister, the Serial Killer is a family drama with hugely flawed female characters in the lead. So often, 
“flawed female character” is shorthand for “opinionated and drinks a lot,” which gets boring – but each 
character in MStSK has a different set of failings, which makes the story significantly richer. It’s gripping 
and dark and heartbreaking. It was also the first book I read in 2019, and set the bar absurdly high. (It’s 
also not horribly gory, so it should be okay for even the squeamish amongst us.) 
 

~ 
 
Best dark and twisted short stories exploring race in America: Friday Black by Nana Kwame Adjei-
Brenyah 
 
Friday Black is a collection of dark and twisted short stories exploring black identity and social justice, 
violence, and family through the lens of dystopia/speculative fiction. The title makes reference to Black 
Friday, the traditional post-Thanksgiving capitalist horror, and two of the stories focus on the special hell 
that is working retail; however, others explore racial violence in America, school shootings, and what 
Groundhog Day in America would mean. I’ve been thinking about the book since I read it this summer, 
and I highly, highly recommend it. For the squeamish among us: this one is violent. 
 

~ 
 
Best novel like nothing you’ve ever read before: Freshwater by Akwaeke Emezi 
 
Freshwater is an autobiographical novel that uses the Igbo lore of the ogbanje to explore selfhood, 
belonging, family, and mental illness. It is, in short, heartbreakingly beautiful. Emezi themself is a non-
binary writer who has dealt with depression and suicide, and some parts in the novel scared me with how 
accurately they’ve reflected my own struggles. Others were completely unfamiliar to me, and, in their 
description, made my heart ache for people who have gone through those experiences. If I had to pick a 
favourite book of the year, this would be it.  
 
Added bonus: Emezi’s utopian YA, Pet, was my last book of 2019 and rounded out a year of fantastic 
books. While it addresses serious topics, I recommend it to anyone with pre-teen/teenage children as a 
jumping-off point for open dialogue on a critical question: how do we, as a society, recognize monsters? 
 

~ 
 
Best dystopian novel when you’re sure you’re sick of dystopias: The Book of M by Peng Shepherd 
 
I really didn’t know that dystopian novels could still delight and surprise me. The Book of M is gorgeous 
and surreal: a pandemic has swept the world that makes people forget, and as they forget, they start 
changing reality. The imagery is delightful; the plot is breathtaking, and I’ve been turning the ending over 
in my mind for months now. 
 

~ 
 
Best genre-breaking memoir: In the Dream House by Carmen Maria Machado 
 



I’ve never liked, or trusted, memoirs; I’ve always assumed that they aim to rewrite a person’s history to 
make it more favourable for the writer. This one, however, drew me in and crushed me. In the Dream 
House is a memoir of the author’s lived experience in an abusive relationship, and it manages to be both 
raw and dreamlike. Using a combination of Machado’s memories and a fascinating and beautiful 
application of genre-crossing techniques, such as a “Choose Your Own Adventure” sequence, the book 
explores the larger treatment of abuse in lesbian relationships and its implications on law, society, and 
societal memory. Machado’s writing is as unflinching as it is gorgeous. It’s a difficult read, but a 
worthwhile one. 
 

~ 
 
Best delightful little story to recover from 2019: The Haunting of Tram Car 015 by P. Djèli Clark 
 
This novella makes me so excited for the future of fantasy. It’s beautiful and sweet and new and utterly 
perfect — a steampunk fantasy taking place in 1920s Cairo. I don’t want to say more — just read it. You’ll 
be glad you did. 
 
 
I hope these short blurbs encourage you to pick up at least one of these books. If they don’t quite do it for 
you – please reach out and tell me what you’re looking for, and I’ll try to find the right book for you. 
 
 
May 2020 be filled with the best books you’ve ever read, 
Ola 
 
 
Final statistics: 
Total books: 51 (Two fewer than 2017 & 2018) 
Total pages: 17,596 (a 15% decrease from last year, which was exceptionally high; as always, excluding 
books not completed) 
Author breakdown (unique): 
When I began keeping track of these stats in 2014, the authors I read were 60% male, 83% white, and 
60% American. I wanted to be more mindful of whose stories I read so that I don’t live in a reading bubble. 
For 2019, my statistics were: 

• 61% female/non-binary authors (vs 64% in 2018, 55% in 2017; target: 60%) 
• 43% non-American authors (vs 32% last year, 58% in 2017; target: 60%) 
• 37% authors of colour (vs. 33% last year, 37% in 2017; target: 40%) 
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