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A VIDEO MESSAGE FOR
BOOK CLUBS

JOSHILYN JACKSON is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of nine other
novels, including gods in Alabama and Never Have I Ever. Her books have been translated
into more than a dozen languages. A former actor, Jackson is also an award-winning
audiobook narrator. She lives in Decatur, Georgia, with her husband and their two children.
JoshilynJackson

@JoshilynJackson

@joshilyn_jackson

Q&A WITH JOSHILYN JACKSON, AUTHOR OF

MOTHER MAY I

Q: Mother May I is your tenth novel! Congrats!
Can you tell us in your own words a little bit
about this book?

they leave prison and try to create connected,
sustainable, livable lives in a system that is
stacked against their success.

JJ: It’s the story of a young mother, Bree
Cabbat, who briefly looks away from her
youngest child—and he’s gone. It’s every
parent’s worst nightmare. We’ve all had that
moment. For ninety-nine-point-near-infinity
percent of us, our kid saw a bird and squirted
off sideways, and that dizzying, stomach-drop
horror is resolved to the good in three seconds.

My students have been eclectic in terms of age,
race, and orientation, but they have one thing
almost universally common: they grew up in
poverty. Many have lived their whole lives in
extreme, unimaginable poverty: food insecure,
lodging insecure, homeless, in foster care.
And a great many of them are now mothers
themselves.

Bree is not so lucky. Her son has been taken.
Because this is a Joshilyn Jackson novel, I think
you’ve already guessed that this is not about
anything as simple as money. In this book, the
past has a pulse, and teeth, and it has caught
up to Bree Cabbat.

My paternal grandparents were working class,
my maternal grandparents were poor. I saw my
parents work their way into the middle class as
I grew up. They sent me to college and helped
my husband and me buy our first home—a tiny
two-bedroom condo that cost five figures.
We are now firmly middle class, and my children
have a lovely range of opportunities. The
children of my students get one or two chances
as they come up, and that is if they are very
lucky and have people actively working to help
them find support and resources. They are much
more likely to end up in prison than my children.

The woman who took the baby is a mother
herself, and while what she asks from Bree
seems like a small, simple (if highly illegal)
task, the consequences will send Bree on a
dangerous journey that will change the way she
understands the world and could cost her and
her family everything. Both of these women will
stop at absolutely nothing when their children’s
lives are at stake, and yet there is no world in
which they can both get what they want.

I wanted to explore that disparity, that
desperation. Desperation drives people into
awful, awful acts. Mother May I began with the
Q: What was your inspiration for Mother May I? idea of two women who both grew up working
class and rural, right on the knife-edge of
JJ: I serve on the board and (when we are not
poverty. One lost her husband, and she and her
in the middle of a pandemic) as a volunteer
daughter slid into poverty. One, via scholarships
teacher with a nonprofit called Reforming Arts.
and then an advantageous marriage, is now
Our mission is to offer college-level coursework
quite wealthy. And yet both these women love
and degrees to incarcerated people in Georgia’s
their children with the same fierce devotion.
women’s prisons. We work in partnership with
Both of these women would do anything to help
many other institutions and groups, including
them—and this is the hinge that puts them in
Georgia State University. We also have a
direct opposition.
program that assists re-entering citizens as

Q&A with Joshilyn Jackson, author of Mother May I
Q: Mother May I deals with complicated,
contemporary issues like privilege,
opportunity, complicity, trauma, and justice.
Why do you think it’s important to explore
such nuanced themes in fiction?
JJ: Story is how I explain the world to myself.
It’s how I process my own thoughts and beliefs.
Story is how I navigate the questions that are
too large to have a simple answer. Writing and
reading are how I expand my empathy and my
worldview.
That said, it’s not my job as a novelist—or a
reader, or a human!—to resolve the world’s
troubles. It’s my job to explore them, not to
preach.
I write the exact kinds of books I like as a reader: page-turners, with characters I really care
about, that both entertain and invite thought
and discourse.
Q: Mother May I plays with traditional suspense arcs of “dark secrets” and of a
“cat-and-mouse” chase by twisting and subverting readers’ expectations. Why was this
important for Mother May I as a story?
JJ: The simple answer is—it’s fun! I love a good
twist as much as any reader, and they are also
quite thrilling to craft. For me, plot comes last.
I know the characters very well, and I know the
inciting incident, and I have an end I am walking toward (although I am usually wrong, and
the end changes as I write). So when I write a
twist or a reversal, it often surprises me.
Character and theme are the craft, the work.
Plot is the cookie that makes me excited to do
that work. If the twists do not surprise me, how
can I expect them to surprise you?
That said, once I discover one, I have to go back
and set up for it with foreshadowing and such,

because I hate a cheap twist that does not
emerge from character and theme. I want the
reversals and twists to matter on more than one
level.
Q: Many aspects and experiences of
motherhood play out through the novel.
Without giving anything away, can you talk
a bit about how this drives the story?
JJ: The main character is a mother whose child
has been taken by a woman who is also a
mother. Both of them love their children
enough to kill or die for them, and they truly
understand this.
I have a protagonist and an antagonist who see
each other very clearly, and who also respect
each other. But they are on a deadly collision
course, and they understand this, too. They
cannot both get what they want, and yet they
can’t help but feel a weird, connected empathy,
even as they work to utterly undo each other. I
have a lot of empathy for my antagonist—even
though she gives me nightmares. It’s my
favorite complication in the book.
Q: What do you most hope readers take away
from Mother May I?
JJ: A desire to read more of my books!
I always have the same answer to this question,
because I have no agenda in terms of takeaways as a novelist. I hope book clubs will talk
about the themes and readers will think about
the story and the choices the characters made,
but I don’t ever want to read about, much less
write, a small, flat world with simple, fictional
solutions to complex, actual problems. I write
about people who are very real to me, navigating the moral gray areas as best they can. I try
my best to do it in a fun, exciting, gripping way
that will also provide an escape—that’s my real
agenda.

READING GROUP GUIDE
1. There are three mothers in Mother May I who go to extreme lengths to protect their children.
Did you identify with one mother more than the others? Why?
2. In Mother May I Bree talks about the close bond between a mother and her child, but we see
this connection played out in different ways through each of the women’s personalities.
What makes someone a “good mother?”
3. Bree’s decisions in this book are greatly influenced by her own mother and her best friend
Betsy. Why do you think women’s relationships are so formative?
4. Bree often thinks of herself as an actress playing a part. Do you consider her actions
“performances”? Have you ever felt like you were playing a role in life?
5. Bree reflects on how Anna-Claire’s upbringing may have tipped scales in her favor for the
lead in the school play over Cara. Can you see other parallel situations in the book?
In your lives? How is it dealt with in each?
6. Bree is able to connect with the “other mother” because of their shared experiences and
backgrounds. Why is this such a strong bond?
7. Trey and Bree met at an art gallery. He initially made assumptions about who she was and
her family background. Do you think Trey would have fallen in love with Bree if they had met
under different circumstances?
8. Once Lexie Pine drops out of school, her life falls apart. Do you think that there might have
been a different outcome if she came from a more privileged family?
9. To what extent is a person responsible for the actions of their partner, past and present?
10. Each of the characters in the book has done things that they aren’t proud of, but they have
reacted to them differently. Do you think we are all defined by our sins? Do we always carry
our mistakes with us, or is it possible to move on from them?
11. Mother May I explores the many facets of shame through characters’ past misdeeds, trauma,
addiction, and even recasting personal narratives. Why do you think shame is such a strong
motivator? Is there one instance of shame in the novel that had the strongest repercussions?
12. Each character in Mother May I has a different truth. Do you think that more than one
person’s truth can be a reality? What do you think happened that fateful college night?
Do you think Bree, Spence, Trey, Ansel, and the others got what they deserved?
14. How has Mother May I affected your understanding of victimhood, agency, and consent?
Who do you consider the victim in this novel?
15. What is the difference between justice and revenge? Does anyone in Mother May I get
justice? Revenge?

THRILLERS THAT
SHOW THE FIERCER
SIDE OF MOTHERHOOD
Fierce Kingdom by Gin Phillips — Joan and her pre-school aged son are trapped inside a local zoo where
more than one active shooter is at work. A harrowing ride through impossible choices, Joan’s absolute
commitment to Lincoln’s survival grounds the story. It’s a keeper shelf, re-read kind of book.
Miracle Creek by Angie Kim — This tense, layered novel is both a nuanced character study and propulsive
murder mystery/courtroom drama. Told in myriad voices, all compelling, it is Young Yoo who stays with me.
All that she sacrifices, and gains, and loses as she tries to make a better life for her daughter broke my heart
in a thousand different ways.
The Girl with All the Gifts by Mike Carey — In humankinds last days, a bizarre, touching, and even sweet
mother-daughter love story unfolds between a young, fungus-infected, cannibal-zombie, white girl and her
caring, fierce, black teacher. Miss Justineau’s growing love for what has to be the world’s most difficult child
might just be what saves the world.
Room by Emma Donoghue — Narrated by five-year-old Jack, Room paints a savage, loving portrait of the
power of motherhood. Ma has been held captive in a basement for seven years; Jack is her reason for
surviving, for escaping, for remaking their lives in the wider world.
Lola and American Heroin (The Lola Vasquez Novels) by Melissa Love Scrivener — In this two book arc,
a cut-throat, pragmatic, and dangerous female gang leader saves a little girl from a fate she knows all too
well, bonds with her, and eventually adopts her. It’s this sweetness that redeems the blood-soaked brutal
world of these riveting page-turners.
They All Fall Down by Rachel Howzell — I grew up reading Agatha Christie; And Then There Were None is a
favorite. So of course I had to read this clever, fast-paced homage. It’s excellent, and hands down my favorite
character is Miriam Macy, a mother who has zero boundaries—zero!—when it comes to what she will do for
her daughter.
Sunburn by Laura Lippman — It begins, as the best noir must, with a femme fatale. This one is unusual in
that she is a mother, albeit a mother who has just willfully abandoned her husband and her three-year-old
child. Polly begins a steamy love affair that will have deadly and far reaching consequences—and she’s not
the mother you think she is.
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