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NANCY HARRIS

Stories of courageous
women stir inspiration

F
rom the big screen to
New York Times best
sellers, this summer has
seen a number of plot
lines that feature strong,

courageous female leads who
dazzle men and women alike.
Some focus on little known but
true incidents and figures in
history, and others on ordinary
women discovering strength
and courage within themselves.

Perhaps in looking to the
lives of these women, we are
looking for inspiration to push
ourselves to new limits and ef-
fect meaningful change in the
world or in our own lives. Yet,
maybe we are also hoping for
validation that courage does not
only exist within bold actions
that speak loudly, but also with-
in the simple, quiet moments
where we say, “I’ll try again to-
morrow.” The following three
book selections are a few of the
most riveting, richly textured
tales of women whose courage
is unforgettable.

‘The Alice Network’
Kate Quinn’s debut is a fast-

paced, engaging, and memo-
rable wartime tale of intrigue,
self-sacrifice, and betrayal.
Destined to be one of this sum-
mer’s best, the novel is based
on the little-known true story of

an impoverished French aristo-
crat, Louise De Bettignies, who
led one of the most successful,
heavily female spy rings in
World War I.

The narrative begins in 1947
with a young American college
girl, Charlie St. Claire, who
finds herself pregnant and ban-
ished to Europe by her disap-
proving parents. They are ex-
pecting her to have her “little
problem” taken care there by a
physician. But Charlie has oth-
er ideas. She desperately misses
her beloved cousin Rose, who
disappeared two years earlier in
Nazi-occupied France. While
family assumes she is dead,
Charlie clings to the hope that
Rose is still alive and makes
her way to London to begin her
own desperate search.

The second storyline focuses
on Eve Gardiner in both pre-
sent day London and in flash-
back to 1915 when she was a
young girl determined to fight
the Germans in the Great War.
Surprisingly, she gets that
chance when she is recruited to
gather intelligence and spy for
the English, and is placed in

occupied France, as part of a
vast network of spies known as
the Alice Network.

The lives of Charlie and Eve
collide when Charlie’s first
lead takes her to Eve’s crum-
bling home in London in 1947,
and Charlie insists that Eve
participate in the search for her
missing cousin. With unre-
solved questions and secrets of
her own, Eve agrees. But, will
this frantic search for truth
bring them the answers they
crave, or will it lead to more
pain and loss – and possibly
even, their own demise?

‘The Baker’s Secret’
Stephen Kiernan’s beautiful-

ly written and sensitive story of
struggle, survival, and hope is
set in a sleepy coastal village in
Nazi-occupied Normandy dur-
ing World War II.

The story focuses on 22-
year-old Emmanuelle, who is
forced repeatedly to witness the
cruelty and brutality of the
Nazis bleeding her beloved
small town dry and inflicting
grievous crimes against friends
and family. Yet, Emmanuelle is
clever and determined to not
give in to feelings of powerless-
ness. But what can a young girl
do?

Having been taught to bake

alongside a master since age
13, Emmanuelle has learned
her craft well. Each day the
Nazis give her just enough
flour to bake a dozen baguettes
for their occupying force. Yet
Emmanuelle has figured out a
way to extend the precious
dough to make an extra two
loaves. She willingly shares this
contraband bread with her des-
perately hungry neighbors,
even at the risk of her safety. In
doing so, she becomes the heart
and soul of a secret network of
barter and trade that manages
to both quietly thwart the ene-
my as well as provide her vil-
lage with both the will and the
way to survive.

But with rescue still a distant
dream, the question remains
whether Emmanuelle will be
able to continue to escape the
occupiers’ watchful eyes long
enough to keep both she and
her village alive.

‘The Stars Are Fire:
A Novel’

Anita Shreve’s latest is a qui-
et yet gripping novel about a
young woman whose resilience
and strength are tested by a
catastrophic fire and its devas-
tating aftermath. Set in October
1947, this historical tale is
based on the true story of the
largest fire in Maine’s history.

After a long summer
drought, the coast between Kit-
tery and Bar Harbor is beset
with wildfires that threaten to
rage out of control. Five
months pregnant, 24-year-old
Grace Holland is left to care for
and protect her two small chil-
dren, while her husband Gene
joins a force of volunteer fire-
fighters determined to stop
them. But the fire is relentless.
Ultimately Grace and her best
friend Rosie are forced to
watch helplessly as their
homes, and that of all their
neighbors are destroyed. In one

night, what was once a steady,
albeit somewhat quiet, restrict-
ed life is replaced with the
struggle of a lifetime. Home-
less, penniless, and fearing the
worst about Gene’s failure to
return home, Grace must find a
way to protect and provide for
her children. Faced with a pro-
foundly uncertain future, Grace
discovers an inner strength she
never imagined. Yet, at the
same time, she also discovers
newfound freedom and release
from the constraints of a tradi-
tional 1940s marriage. The
question remains whether Gene
will ever return— and if he
does, will Grace be able to hold
onto her newfound indepen-
dence and spirit?

Book Smart is a monthly col-
umn by Nancy Harris of Scitu-
ate, a practicing psychologist
and a former instructor of psy-
chology at Harvard Medical
School. Follow her on Twitter
at NancyHBookSmart.
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ONE-MAN SHOW: Keith Hamilton Cobb
is awe-inspiring in ‘American Moor’

Theater review. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
■ AMERICAN MOOR
By Keith Hamilton Cobb. Directed by Kim
Weild. July 19-Aug. 12 at the Plaza
Theatre, Boston Center for the Arts, 539
Tremont St., Boston; $35, 617-933-8600;
bostontheatrescene.com

By Iris Fanger
FOR THE PATRIOT LEDGER

The first thing a viewer
sees on entering The
Plaza Theater at the
Boston Center for the

Arts is an actor alternately prowling
the stage, bent over doing warm-ups
and lounging for a moment against
one of the inconvenient pillars that
break up the playing space. When
the play begins and the actor turns
to face the audience to speak, we
hear a beautifully modulated, deep
voice that erupts in fury, drips with
sarcasm or patiently explains his
place in our society. His manner of
re-telling has been honed by years
of theatrical training, informed by
the emotional truth of his reactions.

Such is our welcome to the cos-
mos of Keith Hamilton Cobb, play-
wright and actor of “American
Moor,” who leads us through nearly
two hours of his accumulated
thoughts, feelings and anger at be-
ing an American, an American ac-
tor, and a 6-foot-4-inch black man
living in America. Watching this
consummate actor, carefully direct-
ed in his autographical piece by
Kim Weild, it is difficult to know
where his life experience rules or
his knowledge of the craft takes
over. Either way, the evening is an
awe-inspiring marvel inspiring
thoughts that linger well after the
lights come down.

The theme of the play is a tangle
between Cobb’s background and
William Shakespeare’s play “Othel-
lo,” intertwined with an analysis of
the character of the Moor. As Cobb
explains, he came to love Shake-
speare as a young student by seeing
one of the plays acted on stage after
reading the works in school. He re-
alized that Shakespeare wrote for
the stage, not to create a body of lit-
erature. Cobb found his calling and
wanted to tackle the roles: Tatiana
in “A Midsummer Night’s Dream,”
King Richard or Hamlet, but was
steered instead to the minor black
men of the plays, and, of course, to

“Othello,” to cap his career. At first
he was incensed that white directors
could see him as an unbalanced
black man who would allow himself
to be goaded by a villain to murder
his beloved wife. Gradually he

came to explore the character more
deeply and understand that his own
anger would shape Othello’s psy-
che.

“American Moor” is set up as an
actor’s audition, with Cobb, identi-

fied in the program as Actor, roam-
ing the stage in the spotlight while
holding a well-worn copy of “Othel-
lo” in his hand. The other character
in the play is the disembodied voice
of a seemingly young and white di-

rector, giving him superficial in-
structions (Matt Arnold who is nev-
er seen on stage). The voice is
somewhere out there in the dark-
ened theater, which makes us com-
plicit in the director’s attitude to-
ward the Actor, who is trying out
for the role of Othello.

As both the playwright and a per-
son of color, Cobb makes it clear
that he understands Othello very
well in the character’s need to pla-
cate the Venetian senators who
hired him, and Brabantio, the father
of the woman he has married, but is
“forever snarling at his chain’s
end.” Equating Othello’s sup-
pressed emotions with those of his
own as an actor in a profession
ruled by white men whom he must
please to be hired, Cobb takes us on
a journey that enlarges to reflect the
issues of race in America and the
continued experiences of other men
of color. The telling gesture by the
end is Cobb’s pounding of his chest
at his heart, to emphasize the com-
mon humanity among all men.

Despite Cobb’s talent as an actor,
“American Moor” is flawed by its
repetitions and a roller coaster of a
theatrical arc, rather than a sus-
tained build and final tapering off to
the end. The work would be
strengthened by some judicious cut-
ting to make the overall effect even
stronger. But never mind. Cobb’s
merger of his career with the white
man’s expectations of “Othello” as
a dream role for every black actor
make an evening of theater that one
will long remember, even more than
the continued disgrace of racial in-
cidents studding the evening broad-
casts of the news.
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■ Keith Hamilton Cobb in “American Moor,” through Aug. 12 at the Boston Center for the Arts.
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