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Preface 
Two families with teenage girls in 1980s Atlanta live very 

different lives, except for the one thing they share: James 

Witherspoon, who is married to two different women. One 

mother and daughter know James's secret. What happens 

when the other mother and daughter learn of his deception? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

What is the NEA Big Read? 

A program of the National Endowment for the Arts, NEA Big 

Read broadens our understanding of our world, our 

communities, and ourselves through the joy of sharing a 

good book. Managed by Arts Midwest, this initiative offers 

grants to support innovative community reading programs 

designed around a single book. 

A great book combines enrichment with enchantment. It 

awakens our imagination and enlarges our humanity. It can 

offer harrowing insights that somehow console and comfort 

us. Whether you’re a regular reader already or making up 

for lost time, thank you for joining the NEA Big Read. 
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Silver Sparrow 

“I think of it  
[writing] as a sort of 

meditation, a way 
that we can connect 

simultaneously to 
ourselves and to 
something larger 
than ourselves.” 
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Introduction to 
the Book 

"My father, James Witherspoon 

is a bigamist," is the opening 

line of Silver Sparrow, a novel 

written by Tayari Jones that 

unveils a breathtaking story 

about a man's deception, a 

family's complicity, and the two 

teenage girls caught in the 

middle. 

Set in a middle-class 

neighborhood in Atlanta during 

the 1980s, the novel revolves around James Witherspoon's 

families—the public one and the secret one. When 

Witherspoon's daughters from each family meet, they form a 

friendship, but only one of them knows they are sisters. It is 

a relationship destined to explode when secrets are revealed 

and illusions shattered. As Jones explores the backstories of 

her rich and flawed characters, she also reveals the joy, and 

the destruction, they brought to each other's lives. 

At the heart of it all are two girls whose lives are at stake, 

and like the best writers, Jones portrays the fragility of her 

characters with raw authenticity as they seek love, demand 

attention, and try to imagine themselves as women. 

Adapted from Tayari Jones's website: www.tayarijones.com 

To read an excerpt of the novel, visit arts.gov/writers-

corner/bio/tayari-jones.  

 

  

About the Book 

http://www.tayarijones.com/
https://www.arts.gov/writers-corner/bio/tayari-jones
https://www.arts.gov/writers-corner/bio/tayari-jones
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Tayari Jones     
(b. 1970)   

Tayari Jones was born and 

raised in Atlanta, Georgia 

where (with the exception of 

one year in Nigeria) she spent 

most of her childhood. Even 

though she has not lived in 

her hometown for more than 

a decade, most of her writing 

centers on the urban South. 

"Although I now live in the 

Northeast," she explains, 

"my imagination lives in 

Atlanta." 

Silver Sparrow, her third novel, was published in 2011 by 

Algonquin Books. The Village Voice wrote that "Tayari Jones 

is fast defining black middle class Atlanta the way that 

Cheever did for Westchester." The American Booksellers 

chose Silver Sparrow as the #1 Indie Next pick for June 

2011. Library Journal, O Magazine, Slate and Salon all 

selected the novel among the best of the year. National 

media coverage of the book has included O Magazine, 

Vogue, Poets and Writers, and NPR's All Things Considered, 

among other sources. In addition to being chosen by the 

Black Caucus of the American Library Association as an 

Honor Book, Silver Sparrow was nominated for an NAACP 

Image Award and the 2013 IMPAC Dublin International 

Literary Award. 

A recipient of a Lifetime Achievement Award in Fine Arts 

from the Congressional Black Caucus Foundation, Tayari 

Jones is a graduate of Spelman College, the University of 

Iowa, and Arizona State University. She has taught at Prairie 

View A&M University, East Tennessee State University, the 

University of Illinois and George Washington University. In 

addition, she has led workshops in Portugal, Ghana, Uganda, 

and Brazil. Currently, she is an Associate Professor in the 

MFA program at Rutgers-Newark University, where she was 

awarded with a Board of Trustees Award for Scholarly 

Excellence, the Presidential Fellowship for Teaching 

Excellence, a Leader in Faculty Diversity Award. Her work 

has been supported by the National Endowment for the Arts 

and the United States Artists Foundation and the arts 

councils of Arizona and Illinois. She spent the 2011-12 

academic year at Harvard University as a Radcliffe Institute 

Fellow, researching her forthcoming novel, Dear History. 

A Conversation with Tayari Jones 
 

What was your inspiration for Silver Sparrow? 

I have always been intrigued by the idea of "half" sisters. I 

have two sisters with whom I share a father, but we each 

have different mothers. They were born before my father 

met my mother, and they grew up in another state and led 

completely separate lives from me and from each other. 

When I was a little girl, with only brothers, I used to 

fantasize about having two big sisters far away who would 

love me, dress me up, listen to me talk, et cetera. 

The link between my own personal obsession and this 

fictional story was inspired quite accidentally. While enjoying 

a night out with a bunch of friends, we were discussing one 

of the many cases you hear about—a man dies and the 

other grieving widow shows up with her stair-step kids. One 

of my girlfriends looked up from her margarita and said, 

"You know, he had to have some help from the inside. You 

cannot get local bigamy off the ground unless one of the 

women is willing to work with you." It was all I could do to 

keep from running out of the bar to get home and start 

writing. The first line, "My father, James Witherspoon, is a 

bigamist," jumped into my head, as clearly as though 

someone had spoken into my ear. 

When you use the expression half sister, why do you 

put the word half in quotation marks? 

I was giving a reading, and during the Q&A I mentioned my 

"half sisters." My nephew in the audience said, "Don't say 

'half,' Auntie. That's an ugly word. There are no half people." 

I always thought of it as just a description, and I didn't think 

it was offensive, because it's reflexive. But it hurt him to 

hear me describe his mother in that way. So now I use the 

word very self-consciously, if at all. I should probably say 

"my sister with whom I share a father." It's a mouthful, but I 

would rather say that than hurt him again. 

Why did you tell this story through the perspective of 

the two daughters, Dana and Chaurisse? Was one of 

the girls easier to access than the other? 

The story felt incomplete without both girls' perspectives or 

without their mothers'. I began the book from Dana's point 

of view, but her view is limited. I needed a voice from the 

other side of the wall. I am glad that I used Chaurisse's 

voice also, because as I wrote her, I came to love her as 

much as I love Dana. 

I found the girls equally easy and equally difficult to access. 

I think it's because I identify so completely with both of 

them. Like Chaurisse, I have a close relationship with my 

father. I had such fun writing their scenes together, and in 

About the Author 

Tayari Jones, 2010 (Copyright 
Rayon Richards) 
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order to do it, I was able to tap into my own inner girl and 

think of life before I understood my parents as people with 

layers and complications. It means so much to a girl to have 

her father's attention. A father makes you feel special in a 

way that no other person can really duplicate.  

At the same time, I am a daughter in a family that really 

values boy children. My childhood was a happy one: two 

parents, two brothers, caring and affection all around. Still, I 

lived in the space where many girls find themselves—loved, 

but not celebrated in the same way as a brother. I borrowed 

an actual room from my own childhood for Silver Sparrow. 

When Dana and Ronalda go into the basement and the 

whole place is set up to show how much Ronalda's dad 

"loves being a black man," this is straight from my parents' 

house. A picture of my brother was on the wall between 

Malcolm X and W. E. B. DuBois. It was clear they had very 

high hopes for him! So I could understand Dana in her 

insider/outsider role. 

What roles do social class and privilege play in the 

novel? 

Social class has always been an issue that interests me. I 

think Silver Sparrow complicates the question a little bit. 

Dana has many bourgeois affectations, but she and her 

mother are not as financially secure as Chaurisse and her 

mother. So much of class is about performance. Dana and 

her mother have upwardly mobile aspirations and do 

everything they can to transcend social class, but, of course, 

money limits their options. Chaurisse enjoys great privilege, 

but she doesn't know it, and I think this is often the case. 

People don't go around thinking how lucky they are that 

their dad claims them. She thinks of herself as just average. 

She has no idea that the life she enjoys is on someone else's 

back. Her moral litmus test is what she will do once she 

discovers the truth. 

You delve into the idea of titles, that calling someone 

a "wife" doesn't really explain "the full complexity of 

her position" and that it "matters what you called 

things." Why is a title—and the firm boundaries that 

come with it—so important? 

Actually, I think Silver Sparrow makes you wonder if titles 

are all that important after all. Clearly titles give people 

access to social standing. Laverne is the "wife," and that 

gives her public approval. But I feel that Gwen is his wife, 

too. And no matter what James chooses to say, Dana is his 

"daughter." When I started writing the book, I didn't 

understand how deep these sorts of familial relationships 

could be, regardless of what we choose to call them. 

 

 

How did you come to the title Silver Sparrow? 

This was really an eleventh-hour title. This book went 

through half a dozen titles before I settled on Silver 

Sparrow. The reference is to the gospel classic "His Eye Is 

on the Sparrow." When I was a girl, I took great comfort in 

the idea that God is taking care of everything and everyone, 

even a tiny sparrow. (This was especially important because 

I grew up in Atlanta during a very dangerous time.) The 

characters refer to the song, and it occurred to me that 

although Chaurisse thinks of Dana as her "silver girl," in 

many ways Dana is the tiniest sparrow in the story. She is 

flawed, of course, and sometimes she acts out, but she is 

also "the least of these." 

You use the girls' voices to tell the stories of their 

parents, relating events that happened before they 

were even born. Why did you choose this unusual 

technique? 

Again, I don't have a hard "why." It felt quite natural. I think 

we all tell stories about things we could not have possibly 

witnessed. When stories are handed down, we feel that we 

have the authority to tell them. We take what we were told 

and let our imaginations fill in the details. I often joke that 

our parents' courtship story is our first encounter with 

propaganda. I know that I, for one, can recite the fairy tale 

of how my parents met—at an NAACP meeting in 1962—as 

if I had been right there, hiding in my mother's A-frame 

purse. 

Like your previous two books, Silver Sparrow is set in 

Atlanta during the 1980s. Why did you pick Atlanta 

for the setting, and what role does landscape play in 

shaping your narrative? 

Sometimes I wonder if my imagination just lives in Atlanta. 

When the story comes to me, the characters tend to be 

hanging out in all my old stomping grounds. Atlanta has 

been such a gift to my work. The "new" and urban South is 

ever changing, but we still wear our history on our sleeves. 

This is what makes Southern literature so rich, so 

ultraspecific and universal at the same time. 

What do you hope readers will take away from Silver 

Sparrow? 

I hope that readers will come away from the book with a 

sort of tolerance for people who find themselves in 

complicated and messy situations. When I started writing 

this novel, I didn't really have empathy for Gwen, and I had 

nothing but sympathy for Laverne. But by the time I 

finished, I sort of understood the way people get trapped 

and try to make the best out of bad situations. Both women 

love their daughters with a bottomless devotion. As Dana 

would say, "You can't help but respect something like that." 
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After visiting many bookstores and book clubs, what 

surprised you most about readers' reactions to the 

book? What questions were you asked most often? 

This is a hard question because different readers asked 

different questions. One thing that surprised me was how 

the conversation often started off with readers saying which 

of the girls they liked best. Some even divided themselves 

into Team Dana and Team Chaurisse. But by the end of the 

conversation, everyone seemed to understand that there are 

no real winners or losers in this story. We all ended up being 

open to all the characters, even James, who causes so much 

pain to everyone. 

Even though every audience is unique, there are some 

questions that come up over and over. Most people want to 

know how much of my real life is in the story. It seems that 

if you write a memoir, people want to catch you telling a lie, 

and when you write a novel, people want to catch you telling 

the truth. It's a hard question to answer. Some of the story 

is taken from my real life, but all of the story is taken from 

my real heart. I have experienced every emotion that I put 

onto these pages. 

As you traveled and promoted the book, you were 

approached by many readers who themselves were 

"silver sparrows." Did you expect that? Was it 

primarily a female phenomenon, or did you 

encounter male silver sparrows, too? 

The first person to use the term was a man. He sent me an 

e-mail that said, "I guess I am a Silver Sparrow. I just never 

had a name for it." Secret children are much more prevalent 

than we know. When I was on NPR, I was stunned at how 

many callers from all over the country had silver sparrow 

stories to tell. I wrote Silver Sparrow because I was working 

out my feelings about my own little family, but, as often is 

the case with stories—my story wasn't my story alone. It 

belongs to everyone.  
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Jones and Her Other Works 

Jones's first novel, Leaving Atlanta, is a coming of age story 

set during the city's infamous child murders of 1979-81. 

Jones herself was in the fifth grade when thirty African 

American children were murdered from the neighborhoods 

near her home and school. When asked why she chose this 

subject matter for her first novel, she says, "This novel is my 

way of documenting a particular moment in history. It is a 

love letter to my generation and also an effort to remember 

my own childhood. To remind myself and my readers what it 

was like to been eleven and at the mercy of the world. And 

despite the obvious darkness of the time period, I also 

wanted to remember all that is sweet about girlhood, to 

recall all the moments that make a person smile and feel 

optimistic." 

Leaving Atlanta received several awards and accolades 

including the Hurston/Wright Award for Debut Fiction. It was 

named "Novel of the Year" by Atlanta Magazine and "Best 

Southern Novel of the Year" by Creative Loafing Atlanta. The 

Atlanta Journal Constitution and The Washington Post both 

listed it as one of the best of 2002. Bookpage lists it among 

the best debuts of the decade.  

Her second novel, The Untelling, published in 2005, is the 

story of a family struggling to overcome the aftermath of a 

fatal car accident. When asked why she chose to focus on a 

particular family in this work after the sprawling historical 

subject matter of Leaving Atlanta, Tayari Jones explains, 

"The Untelling is a novel about personal history and 

individual and familial myth-making. These personal stories 

are what come together to determine the story of a 

community, the unofficial history of a neighborhood, of a 

city, of a nation." Upon the publication of The Untelling, 

Essence magazine called Jones, "a writer to watch." The 

Atlanta Journal Constitution proclaims Jones to be "one of 

the best writers of her generation." In 2005, The Southern 

Regional Council and the University of Georgia Libraries 

awarded The Untelling with the Lillian C. Smith Award for 

New Voices.  

 

 

  

Other Works/Adaptations 
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1. As Dana says at the beginning of the novel, bigamy 

"happens all the time, and not just between 

religious fanatics, traveling salesmen, handsome 

sociopaths, and desperate women." Do you know 

personally of a situation involving a secret wife or 

secret children? How did the situation come to light, 

and how was it resolved? 

2. In the case of Silver Sparrow, what do you think 

was more harmful, the bigamy itself, or the 

deception? If James had been honest, would he 

have been able to integrate Dana into his life in a 

healthy way? Once the truth is out, does Laverne 

have any moral obligation to be a stepmother to 

Dana? 

3. When we think of custody, we think about parents 

gaining custody of children. But children also have 

custody of parents. In Silver Sparrow, Chaurisse has 

custody of her father, James. Would it be possible 

for him to be an equal father to two daughters since 

they do not live in the same house? Is it inevitable 

that one daughter would be favored over the other? 

4. When Gwen discovers that James is expecting a 

child with his wife Laverne, she prays that the child 

be a healthy daughter. Would this story have been 

different if Chaurisse or Dana had been a son? 

5. In her own life, author Tayari Jones stopped using 

the term half sister to talk about her own sisters 

after her nephew objected to the term. "There are 

no half people," he said. Do you think sibling 

relationships should depend on whether they have 

the same parents on both sides? Is the family 

obligation the same? 

6. Marriage and children are closely linked in Silver 

Sparrow. At the age of fourteen, Laverne marries 

James because she is pregnant. A decade later, 

Gwen marries James because she, too, is pregnant. 

Are these types of marriages based on love or 

obligation? Were James's and Laverne's mothers 

right to force the teenagers to marry? Was James 

honorable in some way to offer to marry Gwen? 

7. Tayari Jones often writes about the way real people 

interact with history; for example, Gwen's feelings 

about the death of Martin Luther King, Jr. How have 

you interacted with history? How did it affect your 

personal story? 

8. Much of the book is set in Laverne's salon, the Pink 

Fox. How do hair and beauty figure into this story? 

Do you think your own hair has impacted your life? 

If so, for better or for worse? 

9. Silver Sparrow opens with Dana's statement, "My 

father, James Witherspoon, is a bigamist," and then 

Dana goes on to narrate the first half of the story. 

How did you feel when the story switched to 

Chaurisse's point of view? Did you feel more 

sympathy for one sister than the other? How do you 

think you would have felt had you heard Chaurisse's 

story first? 

10. Near the end of the story, Gwen tells Laverne the 

truth. Was it her place to tell her? Why do you think 

she chose such a public setting—Laverne's salon—to 

break the news? 

11. When talking about the book, Tayari Jones often 

jokes, "Every bigamist needs a wing man." When 

she says this, she is, of course, talking about 

Raleigh, James's best friend. Why do you think that 

Raleigh is so loyal to James, not only keeping his 

secret but performing a lot of the legwork to keep 

the two families afloat? 

12. Raleigh harbors a secret love for Gwen and even 

proposes marriage to her. When did you first notice 

that his feelings were more than just that of a 

brother-in-law? Do you think she should have 

married him? Was she right to let her daughter 

Dana make the decision? 

13. Who do you think sends the mysterious postcard at 

the end of the novel? 

14. Some readers have said that James seems like two 

different men when he is with his two families. On 

the one hand, he is a loving father to Chaurisse, 

offering unconditional love. With Dana, he is 

present, but his love is always in jeopardy and 

requires her secrecy. How do we judge such a man? 

Do we judge him by his best deeds or his worst? Or 

do we try and find some middle ground? Is James a 

good father? Is he a good man? 

15. Who was better off in the book—Dana or Chaurisse? 

Chaurisse had a happier life, but she and her 

mother were living a lie. Dana was hurt, but she 

was living with the truth. Is it better to be sheltered 

and deceived but happy, or to be informed but 

damaged? Why? 

16. At the end of the book, Dana says, "You only lie to 

people you love." Is this true? Does James lie to 

Laverne because he loves her too much to tell her 

the truth? Does Dana lie about her identity because 

of her love for Chaurisse? 

  

Discussion Questions 
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 Further Reading 

 National Public Radio interviews Tayari Jones 

 "Symbolism and Cynicism: On Being a Black Writer 
During Black History Month," by Tayari Jones 

 Tayari Jones, among other authors, relates a 
memorable moment on a book tour in The New 
York Times' "Stories from the Road" 

 "3 Books that Changed My Life," by Tayari Jones 

If you would like to read other 
books about sibling relationships, 

you might try: 

 Margaret Atwood's The Blind Assassin 

 Marilynne Robinson's Housekeeping 

 Diane Setterfield's The Thirteenth Tale 

 Curtis Sittenfeld's Sisterland 

 Celeste Ng's Everything I Never Told You 

 

 

 

  

Additional Resources 

http://www.npr.org/2011/05/19/136466056/silver-sparrow-tayari-joness-tale-of-secret-sisters
http://www.believermag.com/issues/200802/?read=article_jones
http://www.believermag.com/issues/200802/?read=article_jones
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/07/22/books/26segel-sidebar.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/07/22/books/26segel-sidebar.html?_r=0
https://www.arts.gov/art-works/2016/three-books-changed-my-life-0
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The National Endowment for the Arts was established by 

Congress in 1965 as an independent agency of the federal 

government. To date, the NEA has awarded more than $5 
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The NEA extends its work through partnerships with state 

arts agencies, local leaders, other federal agencies, and the 

philanthropic sector. 

 

 

Arts Midwest promotes creativity, nurtures cultural 
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