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For a celebration of 250 years of American 
independence, Our Missing Hearts offers 
a cautionary yet hopeful look at the First 
Amendment. It highlights the role of art 

as an act of resistance and the library as a 

fortress of truth. Set partially in a world that 

mirrors our own history of injustice, Ng’s 

novel asks a central “250” question: 

Our Missing Hearts 
by Celeste Ng
In a near-future America governed by “PACT” (the 

Preservation of American Culture and Traditions), 

fear has become a tool of the state, and “un-

American” ideas are scrubbed from shelves. The 

story follows twelve-year-old Bird Gardner as he 

embarks on a quest to find his mother, a dissident 

poet whose work has been banned.

How do we hold onto our 
humanity and our heritage 
when the national narrative 
tries to erase them?
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ABOUT ONE BOOK, ONE PHILADELPHIA

Celeste Ng is the #1 New York 

Times bestselling author of 

Everything I Never Told You, Little 

Fires Everywhere, and her most 

recent novel, Our Missing Hearts. 

A recipient of fellowships from 

the NEA and the Guggenheim 

Foundation, her acclaimed work 

has been translated into over 

thirty languages and adapted 

into a hit limited series for Hulu. 

With the release of the instant 

bestseller Our Missing Hearts, Ng 

continues to explore the powerful 

intersection of family, art, and 

social justice through her deeply 

resonant storytelling.

Now in its 24th year, One Book, One Philadelphia is an 

outstanding literacy and civic dialogue initiative that encourages 

the greater Philadelphia region to come together through reading 

and conversation. Managed by the Free Library Foundation, 

programming in 2026 runs from April 7 through May 28 and 

includes a series of FREE events, online and in-person at Free 

Library locations across the city, exploring themes from the 

selected work and youth companion titles.

CELESTE NG

All events are FREE. 
Find more information about programs  

across the city, under the Events tab at  
freelibrary.org/onebook

One Book, One Philadelphia 2026 programs include: 

for events for all ages.

APRIL 7 – 
MAY 28
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• Book clubs and discussions
• Storytimes and read-alouds 
• Writing workshops 

• Art-making programs
• Film screenings
• … and more! 

The Free Library is proud to partner with 

organizations across the city to present this year’s 

One Book, One Philadelphia programming.

• Moore College of  

Art and Design

• Writers Room at 

Drexel University

• Philadelphia250

• South Asian 

Americans for Change

• Philadelphia Asian 

American Film Foundation

• Paul Robeson House

• City Cast Philly 

• TTF WaterShed

• Community College  

of Philadelphia

PROGRAM PARTNERS
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Somewhere Between Bitter and Sweet   
by Laekan Zea Kemp

Aspiring pastry chef Penelope Prado must navigate the 

fallout of disappointing her traditional Mexican-American 

parents after revealing she dropped out of nursing school 

to pursue her own culinary dreams. Her path intersects 

with Xander Amaro, a new hire at her father’s restaurant 

who is searching for his lost father while struggling with 

the constant anxiety of being undocumented. As their 

relationship deepens, the two must join forces with 

their vibrant Chicanx community to protect their family 

restaurant from a predatory loan shark.

How to Grow a Family Tree   
by Bea Birdsong

A young girl feels anxious about a school assignment 

to create a family tree because her own tree feels “bare” 

with only her and her single mother. She begins to realize 

that her family is actually much larger than she thought, 

encompassing the supportive neighbors and friends who 

nurture and care for her every day. Through this realization, 

the book tenderly explores the concept of “found family,” 

showing that meaningful connections and chosen bonds 

are just as valid and beautiful as biological ones.
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YOUTH COMPANION TITLE

YOUTH COMPANION TITLE
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One Book, One Philadelphia Kickoff Celebration
A Conversation with Celeste Ng
Tuesday, April 7, 6:30 p.m.

Montgomery Auditorium

To officially start the new season of One Book, One Philadelphia, 

join us for an in-depth conversation with featured author  

Celeste Ng.

Books will be available for purchase at the library on event night.
A book signing will follow the presentation.

Film Screening and Discussion
Hosted by Philadelphia Asian American Film Foundation
Thursday, April 23, 6:00 p.m.

Montgomery Auditorium

Join us for a screening of three specially curated short films: 

Fighting for Family, The Healing Circle, and Kalinga (Care). 

Following the screening, we will host a community discussion  

with the filmmakers about the themes of family, resistance, 

immigration, and the refugee experience. 

at Parkway Central Library

For all in-person events, please 

register at freelibrary.org/onebook.
All events are FREE.

1901 Vine Street, 19103
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Stories Between Us: Creativity, Identity, and Belonging
Presented by South Asian Americans for Change
Friday, May 8, 6:00 p.m.

Montgomery Auditorium

In partnership with South Asian Americans for Change (SAAFC), 

One Book, One Philadelphia will explore Asian American identity 

through poetry and spoken word, inspired by Margaret’s underground 

resistance in Our Missing Hearts. Includes writing prompts and 

optional performance.

SAAFC is a Philadelphia-based nonprofit dedicated to breaking  
mental health stigma through arts, storytelling, education, and 
community-centered experiences.

One Book, One Philadelphia Finale Celebration
Panel Discussion: Censorship and Resistance in America
Thursday, May 28, 6:30 p.m.

Montgomery Auditorium

Explore historical and contemporary examples of censorship in the 

U.S., including book bans and cultural erasure. Participants will reflect 

on how communities resist through storytelling, protest, and art. 



1. The Preservation of American Culture and Traditions 

(PACT) Act fundamentally reshapes society through fear 

and censorship. Discuss how the Act is enforced and how it 

affects everyday life (school, libraries, jobs). What elements 

of the PACT Act feel familiar or plausible in today’s world?

2. Ng explores the immense power of art, specifically Margaret 

Miu’s poetry and installations, to provoke and incite both 

fear and hope. Why do authoritarian regimes, like the one 

Bird lives in, often target artists and storytellers first?

3. The novel presents librarians as quiet, powerful keepers of 

banned stories, serving as a form of underground resistance. 

Discuss the symbolism of the library system in this narrative. 

In what ways are they the true “missing hearts” of this 

community?

4. The community’s response to the PACT Act is largely silence 

and compliance, fueled by the fear of having children  

“re-placed.” How does this fear-driven silence corrupt 

individual integrity and communal connection?

5. Bird, initially compliant and quiet, is forced to confront the 

censored reality of his mother. How does Bird’s journey from 

a passive observer to an active seeker mirror the classic 

hero’s journey?

6. The heart of the story is the relationship between Bird and 

Margaret. Why did Margaret leave, and how did her absence both 

protect and harm Bird? Discuss the complicated nature of her 

sacrifice. What does she want Bird to remember, and what does 

she want him to forget?

7. Bird’s full name is Noah Gardner. When does he use which name, 

and what does his choice reveal about the identity he is embracing 

or rejecting? How do the names of other characters (like Margaret’s 

use of her Chinese name) relate to their sense of belonging?

8. Bird is constantly struggling with fragments of his past and the 

deliberately forgotten memories of his mother. How does the 

novel illustrate the difference between what we choose to forget 

and what society forces us to forget?

9. The resistance movement in Our Missing Hearts is often quiet and 

decentralized. Compare and contrast the methods of resistance 

used by Margaret, the network of librarians, and even Bird himself. 

Which form of resistance do you believe is most effective in the 

context of the novel’s world?

10. Margaret Miu, a Chinese American poet, and others who are 

targeted by the PACT Act are often depicted as outsiders. How 

does the novel explore the concept of “us vs. them” and the way 

society scapegoats minority groups during times of crisis?

11. The novel concludes with a powerful act of visibility and 

storytelling. Do you find the ending to be hopeful, despite the 

ongoing existence of the PACT Act? What is the significance of 

the world finally seeing the missing children and the art that 

commemorates them?

12. What do you think “Our Missing Hearts” refers to? Is it the children 

who are “re-placed,” the parents who lose them, the silenced 

stories, or the capacity for empathy that has been stripped  

from society?

Discussion Questions
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