
BOOK  C LUB  K I T
THE HEAD’S TALE  

BY SUSAN KINSOLVING



Dear Readers,

Hello! Thank you for your attention to The Head’s Tale. I hope the story is 
entertaining and thought-provoking; I really enjoyed imagining and writing it. 
When the book was finished, I missed having the characters alive in my head. Of 
course, they revitalize with every reader, so it’s a huge pleasure for me to interact 
with readers. Sometimes it’s a role reversal and the reader realizes something about 
my novel that I never did. Those discoveries are fun, surprising, and discerning. 
Certainly, book club discussions are full of such moments.

As my creation, Miranda Crandell reflects some of how I see women in our world 
today. She is packed with contradictions. She’s full of judgments about others and 
herself. I didn’t want her to be a maternal candidate for The Little House on the 
Prairie. She’s an educated professional in a very conservative environment: school.

A reckless libido is the last thing she needs. That can compromise her marriage, 
her reputation, her job, and her self-esteem. We’ve all witnessed some variation 
on this theme, and it’s never been as consequential for men. Hester Prynne versus 
Jeffrey Epstein?!

In a way, Miranda is ambushed by her own repression and confidence. She is 
overcome by Paul’s physical perfection—infatuated. She’s a fool for love and an 
amorous adventure. Eventually, she wants to blame him and even his wife!

The women who surround Miranda present contrasts from which she might 
learn. You can decide if Suji, Justine, Evelyn, Lark, or even Penny could influence 
Miranda’s perspective, or help her see herself. Another question might be who or 
what persuades her final decision between Lausanne and Detroit?

I’d be so glad to talk with you. The book may lead us on to other topics of mutual 
interest: children, teens, schooling, movies, and the big world!

With best wishes,
Susan
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AUTHOR  INTERV IEW
SUSAN KINSOLVING

What inspired the initial idea for The Head’s Tale? You 
have extensive experience working as an educator. How 
did your personal experience as an educator shape the 
story you ended up writing?

I love teaching. There’s nothing more exciting than helping 
a young (or old) mind expand with ideas and experience. 
Flip side—academic administration can be mind-numbing. 
Faculty meetings are often like listening to a faucet drip. 
The joys and absurdities of school inspired me. I’ve known 
both.

What did you enjoy most about writing this book? Was there 
a specific scene that you particularly enjoyed writing?

The old poet is my protagonist’s foil. Having given hun-
dreds of poetry readings and lectures around the world, I’ve 
known the pleasures and foibles of those venues. Only a few 
readers catch Recking’s obscure literary references. There’s 
a challenge?

Miranda is a potentially polarizing main character. Can you 
describe your relationship with Miranda and what it was 
like to develop her character?

Miranda is an antihero. She’s often hard to like; she’s full 
of contradictions and too much ambition. However, she’s 
a capable and thoughtful educator. She’s overly concerned 
with her appearance, as many women are taught to be. 
She’s deeply ambivalent about motherhood. It should 
be noted that she grew up without a mother; thus, she 
absorbed a male role model. Though she governs a world 
of adolescents, she never experienced her own teenage 
rebellion. In that regard, she’s still catching up. She has 
some hard lessons to learn. Sometimes she tries the read-
er’s patience like a girlfriend who can’t be helped.

The Head’s Tale is your debut novel, but you’ve previously 
published four collections of poetry. What sparked your 
desire to write a novel? Is your approach to writing fiction 
different than writing poetry?

This story was not suited for a narrative poem, even if 
Longfellow was still around! To me, writing fiction is like 
working at a loom, weaving many details into a developing 

design and finished entity. Poems are more elusive in pro-
cess and completion, like capturing a cloud formation.

What’s the best advice you’ve received as a writer? What 
advice do you have for anyone writing their own debut novel?

Advice won’t get the work done. Find a practice to chip 
away at the seemingly overwhelming task of writing a 
good book. Some people maintain a daily page count. 
Others commit to a certain amount of time at a desk. For 
me, it’s just a love affair with the English language. Finding 
the right words, meanings, sounds, and nuances engage 
me easily, though I do not have a set schedule or routine. 
I like my imagination when I create a scene that resonates 
with truth, humor, sorrow—any sort of exactitude. It’s 
stimulating, even addictive! But I am not a truly disci-
plined writer. I often avoid my pages and prefer to empty 
the dishwasher. Sorry to disappoint about useful advice. 
I’m still figuring it out.

What do you think makes a good story?

Specificity and surprise. 

Your writing is effortlessly funny. Does this come naturally 
to you? Is it important to you to incorporate satire and 
humor in your writing? 

Yes. I like to laugh. Finding the absurdities in life helps me 
survive it.

What do you hope readers will take away from The Head’s 
Tale?

The satisfaction of escaping into another world and 
another person’s angst.

What are you working on next?

Pussyfoot, my new novel with GFB. 2027!!

Will you come to my book club?

I’d be delighted to come to your book club. Email me at 
susankinsolving@gmail.com



BOOK  CLUB  D ISCUSS ION  QUEST IONS
1.	 The Head’s Tale satirizes the elite prep schools of New England. Have you attended a prep school or 

are you connected to one in any way? If so, how were your experiences similar to or different from 
those at Strutthorn Academy? Were your preconceived notions about prep schools reinforced or 
challenged by the book?

2.	 You learn at the beginning of the story that Miranda is Strutthorn Academy’s first female Head of 
School. Do you think this influenced her decisions? There are several unstated feminist issues in her 
struggle. Identify some.

3.	 The story’s focus is on the adults at the Academy. Still the students, both privileged and problem-
atic, are there. What scene with students interested you most?

4.	 The “muskeg” is Miranda’s brilliant idea to set Strutthorn apart from other prep schools, though it 
becomes part of her downfall. This is one of many ironies among Miranda’s projections. What are 
some others?

5.	 How do you judge Paul? A self-serving player or a nice guy who happens to be physically gorgeous? 
Is he honest or manipulative? Why did Miranda pursue the relationship with him? Should Walter 
forgive her or give her up?

6.	 Miranda’s relationship with Lark, her stepdaughter, is sharply revealed after Lark announces her 
pregnancy and relationship with Jovan. What is your opinion of how Miranda receives her step-
daughter’s news? How would you advise Lark?

7.	 The Zelstein Environmental Study Center celebration is a disaster. Does this event foreshadow the 
eventual swamp disaster? How was the yacht emergency handled by the three principals: Lucress, 
Miranda, and Paul? Who responded best?

8.	 When Miranda meets with Justine to discuss her relationship with Paul, Justine says: “Maybe it 
was just some freedom you wanted to try. Freedom you never had as an adolescent?” Do you agree 
with this statement? How does Justine differ from Miranda’s projection of her? How does the power 
dynamic shift?

9.	 There are many laugh-out-loud funny moments in the novel. Do you have a favorite?

10.	 A difficult concern in this story is shame about sexual matters, body shapes, and social conduct. Do 
you agree or disagree with these varying judgements?

11.	 Kinsolving satirizes California health spas and sensitivity retreats. Have you ever attended one? Is 
her humor accurate or unfair? Why does Walter take to Rohatsu?

12.	 Did the book end in the way you were expecting? Did you have specific hopes for Miranda that did 
or did not play out in the end? What do you think about her choosing to go to a trade school in 
Detroit?

13.	 Who would you cast to play each of the characters in a movie or television adaptation of the book? 
(The novel is with a real production company now!)
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PR INTABLE  BOOKMARKS

MIRANDA CRANDELL 
IS A SMART HEAD OF 

SCHOOL WHO CONTROLS 
WILD TEENAGERS 

AND TROUBLESOME 
TEACHERS.  WHAT SHE 

CAN’T CONTROL IS 
HERSELF WHEN TOO 
MUCH TEMPTATION 

ARRIVES AT HER DOOR. 

The Head of School is 
supposed to be a steadfast  
and principled role model. 
Instead, Miranda Crandell 

spirals into a wild and 
messy journey of sexual 

self-discovery—and learns 
that the process of growing 

up never truly ends. 

VIS IT  SUSANKINSOLV ING .COM 
FOR  MORE  INFORMATION .
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