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Books and stories have the uncanny ability to stick with us throughout our lives, recalling a time when things 
seemed simpler. But as our lives become more complex, what happens to these stories? The authors of the 
following books have retold them with a twist, most often from the perspective of a different character and more 
often than not making us question even the premise of the original. 
 

   
In Wicked: The Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West by Gregory Maguire 
(Harper. 2007. ISBN 9780061350962. pap. $7.99), we find out how the green-skinned girl 
Elphaba comes to be known as the Wicked Witch of the West. Because, really, what would a 
green witch want with a pair of ruby slippers? You might not think that the Wicked Witch of the 
West was the daughter of missionaries or that her parents sent her to an elite boarding school 
or even consider that she might be an animal rights activist. This clever fantasy is told 
realistically and doesn't skirt over the more dismal aspects of life in the dystopic Emerald City, 
capital of the Land of Oz.  Dorothy, a good-hearted if somewhat dim-witted character, only 
appears at the end of this twist on the classic Wizard of Oz books.  
 

    
In Jon Clinch’s Finn: a Novel (Random House. 2008. ISBN 9780812977141.  pap. $15.00), a re-
imagining of Mark Twain’s classic novel, Pap Finn (Huckleberry Finn’s father) is full of surprises. 
He is barely able to scrape by a living doing odd jobs, while his own father is wealthy and 
respected. Finn is extremely racist, while at the same time he maintains a relationship with an 
African American woman who is possibly Huckleberry Finn’s mother.  A murder on the Mississippi 
River drives this character-driven story. While Twain’s satirical humor was a perfect fit for the 
character of Huckleberry, Clinch’s straightforward and dark style are a better fit for the character of 
Pap Finn, a man without a heart or conscience. Readers will appreciate exploring the darker side of 
the Finn family in this book. 



 
Readers searching for twist on philosophy and psychology should try Denial of Death by Pulitzer 
Prize winner Ernest Becker (Free Press. 1997. ISBN 9780684832401. pap. $15.99). While Becker 
builds on Freud, he suggests that Freud was wrong to say that sex is the greatest human 
motivator. Becker argues that procreation is simply one way of avoiding death and that the denial 
of death is our emotional and intellectual defense against the knowledge of our own mortality. 
Masterfully written and engaging, this book reaches out to both the mind and soul of the reader. 
Becker’s ultimately optimistic viewpoint and his call to life make this book a meaningful addition to 
philosophical and psychological thought. 
  

There are few things as frustrating as a someone who is perfect and especially when that person is 
your rival.  The light hearted novel, Jane Fairfax: The Secret Story of the Second Heroine in 
Jane Austen’s Emma by Joan Aiken (St. Martin’s Griffin. 1997. ISBN 9780312157084. pap. 
$13.95), revisits the friendship and rivalry of highborn Emma Woodhouse and orphaned Jane 
Fairfax. While Jane Austen’s original book, Emma, left the motivations and past of Jane Fairfax a 
mystery to the readers, Aiken takes us into her character to explore what exactly makes Jane the 
way she is.  Thankfully, Jane is not completely perfect and her inward bitterness tones down her 
outward saccharine nature. Her secret engagement to Frank Churchill causes quite a stir in the 
village but perhaps her final realization about Emma is the most surprising of all.  While lacking the 
sharp witticism of Austen’s Emma, this is an enjoyable revisiting of the original English novel. 
  

 
Readers of Jane Eyre recall the devastating reveal of Mr. Rochester's insane wife locked in the 
attic and how she eventually burns down the house and herself along with it. Wide Sargasso 
Sea: A Novel by Jean Rhys (W.W. Norton & Company. 1992. ISBN 9780393310481. pap. 
$13.95) is the story of that woman, Antoinette Cosway, and her journey from Creole heiress to 
Englishman's wife. Although it is told from both her and Rochester's points of view, the story is 
Antoinette’s as she experiences the captivity that eats at her soul. This dark and moody novel 
matches the strangeness and refinement of Jane Eyre and is an excellent companion to the 
original. 
 

 
  



In some way, we all believe that we are the main character in our own play and that all 
others exist to support our story. While we may not quite believe that we are Prince Hamlet, 
we definitely don’t believe that we are  Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.  These two 
schoolmates and friends of Hamlet from Shakespeare’s timeless play blunder through the 
original play until we learn that they are dead, almost as an afterthought. In this clever and 
masterful play by Tom Stoppard, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead (Grove Press. 
1994. ISBN 9780802132758. pap. $14.95), these two characters contemplate the strange 
nature of their existence as they exist off stage from Hamlet, but on stage for the reader, 
trying to kill time between their scenes.  Since almost all of Hamlet’s story occurs on stage, 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern try to make sense of the puzzling progress of events during 
their “time in the wings.” Even though the reader knows the final destination of these two 
friends, their journey from this perspective is both enjoyable and fascinating. 
	


