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• Book summary 
• Author biography 
• Discussion questions 
• Recipe suggestions 

Book summary 
After the death of her beloved 
grandmother, a Cuban-American woman 
travels to Havana, where she discovers 
the roots of her identity--and unearths a 
family secret hidden since the 
revolution... 

Havana, 1958. The daughter of a sugar 
baron, nineteen-year-old Elisa Perez is 
part of Cuba's high society, where she is 
largely sheltered from the country's 
growing political unrest--until she 
embarks on a clandestine affair with a passionate revolutionary... 

Miami, 2017. Freelance writer Marisol Ferrera grew up hearing 
romantic stories of Cuba from her late grandmother Elisa, who 
was forced to flee with her family during the revolution. Elisa's 
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last wish was for Marisol to scatter her ashes in the country of her birth.  

Arriving in Havana, Marisol comes face-to-face with the contrast of Cuba's 
tropical, timeless beauty and its perilous political climate. When more family 
history comes to light and Marisol finds herself attracted to a man with secrets of 
his own, she'll need the lessons of her grandmother's past to help her understand 
the true meaning of courage. 

Source: Author's website. (chanelcleeton.com/next-year-in-havana) 
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Meet the Author 
Chanel Cleeton is the New York Times 
and USA Today bestselling author of 
Reese Witherspoon Book Club pick Next 
Year in Havana, When We Left Cuba, The 
Last Train to Key West, The Most 
Beautiful Girl in Cuba, Our Last Days in 
Barcelona, and The Cuban Heiress.  

Originally from Florida, Chanel grew up 
on stories of her family’s exodus from 
Cuba following the events of the Cuban 
Revolution. Her passion for politics and 
history continued during her years spent 
studying in England where she earned a 
bachelor’s degree in International 
Relations from Richmond, The American 
International University in London and a 
master’s degree in Global Politics from 
the London School of Economics & 
Political Science. Chanel also received her Juris Doctor from the University of 
South Carolina School of Law. She loves to travel and has lived in the Caribbean, 
Europe and Asia.  

Source: Author's website. (chanelcleeton.com/bio) 
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Discussion Questions 
1. The novel alternates between Elisa Perez’s life in Cuba in 1958 and 1959 

and her granddaughter Marisol Ferrera’s trip to Cuba in 2017. Which 
woman did you identify with more? What parallels can you see between 
their personalities and their lives? What differences? 

2. The first chapter ends with Elisa wondering how long her family will be 
away from Cuba. The final chapter ends over a decade later with her posing 
the same question. How are the themes of hope and exile illustrated in the 
book? How does the weight of exile affect the Perez family? 

3. When Marisol arrives in Cuba she struggles with identifying as Cuban 
because she grew up in the United States and because she has never set 
foot on Cuban soil. How much does a physical place define one’s identity? 
How does Marisol’s trip alter her views about being Cuban and change her 
perception of herself? How do Marisol and her family attempt to keep their 
heritage alive in exile? Are there stories and rituals handed down through 
the generations in your family? 

4. Like her grandmother, Marisol falls in love with a man who has 
revolutionary political leanings. What similarities can you see between 
Pablo and Luis’s dreams for Cuba? What differences are there in their 
worldview? How do they go about achieving their dreams for a better 
Cuba? 

5. Sacrifice is a major theme that runs throughout the novel. How do the 
characters make sacrifices for one another, and what are some examples of 
them risking their safety and security for their loved ones? How do you 
think you would have acted in similar situations? 

6. Family plays an important role in the novel, and each of the characters face 
their own struggles in their attempts to live up to their family’s 
expectations. What are some examples of this? Did you identify with one 
character’s point of view more? Are there certain expectations in your own 
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family? Do you feel the need to live up to them? How have they shaped 
your life decisions? 

7. Eliza’s final wish is to have her ashes scattered over Cuban soil. Do you 
agree with her decision? Would you have wanted your ashes spread in 
Cuba or would you have preferred to be buried on American soil? Do you 
think Marisol picked the best place to spread Eliza’s ashes? Where else 
would you have considered scattering them? Have you scattered the ashes 
of a loved one? What was the experience like? 

8. What initially attracts Elisa to Pablo? Do you believe they would have been 
able to overcome the differences between them if they weren’t caught in 
the midst of the Cuban Revolution? Or was their love fueled by the urgency 
of the times? 

9. Eliza chooses to save her letters from Pablo and her memories of their 
romance by burying them in a box in the backyard. If you had a box in 
which to bury your most precious possessions, what would you choose to 
keep safe? 

10. What parallels do you see between life in modern Cuba and life in pre-
revolutionary Cuba? What differences? 

11. Pablo tells Elisa that everything is political. Do you agree with him? 
12. Despite coming from very different backgrounds, Marisol and Luis share 

many similarities that bring them together as a couple. What are some 
examples of this? Why do you think they get along so well? Do you think 
they are a good influence on each other? 

13. Pablo believes that the best way to change his country is from within. 
Others like Elisa’s family choose to leave Cuba because they can no longer 
support the regime. What approach do you identify with? What are the 
differences between the Cubans who remained in Cuba and those who live 
in exile? What are the similarities? 

Source: Penguin Random House.  
(penguinrandomhouse.com/books/553896/next-year-in-havana-by-chanel-

cleeton/9780399586682/readers-guide) 
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Recipes 
Picadillo  

• 2 pounds lean ground beef 
• 1/4 cup olive oil 
• 1/2 onion, chopped 
• 1/2 green bell pepper, chopped 
• 2 tablespoons minced garlic 
• 2 (8 ounce) cans tomato sauce 
• 2 cups water 
• ½ cup red cooking wine 
• 3 tablespoons hot sauce (such as 

Louisiana®) 
• 1 (1.41 ounce) package sazon seasoning (such as Badia® Tropical®) 
• 1 tablespoon chopped fresh parsley 
• ½ teaspoon garlic powder 
• ½ teaspoon onion powder 
• ½ teaspoon ground cumin 
• ½ teaspoon ground black pepper 
• ¼ teaspoon ground bay leaf 
• 3 ounces Spanish-style olives 
• 1 small butternut squash, peeled and cut into cubes 
• 1 teaspoon salt, or to taste 

Cook and stir ground beef in a large stockpot over medium-high heat until 
crumbly and browned, 5 to 10 minutes. Drain grease. Heat olive oil in a small 
skillet over medium heat. Add onion, bell pepper, and garlic to hot oil; cook and 
stir until fragrant, 2 to 3 minutes. Add to beef in the stockpot. Pour tomato sauce, 
water, wine, and hot sauce into the stockpot. Stir in sazón seasoning, parsley, 
garlic powder, onion powder, cumin, pepper, and bay leaf. Bring to a boil; reduce 
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heat to low and simmer picadillo, uncovered, until slightly thickened, about 10 
minutes. Split olives in half with your fingers and stir into picadillo. Add squash. 
Simmer until squash is tender and liquid reduces but picadillo is not dry, 45 to 60 
minutes. Season with salt. 

Source: Allrecipes. (allrecipes.com/recipe/255660/abuelas-picadillo/) 
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Merenguitos 
• 4 large egg whites room temperature 
• 1/2 teaspoon cream of tartar 
• Pinch of salt 
• 1 cup granulated sugar 
• Pastry bag with large star tip 1M or #32 

Preheat oven to 200ºF. Line 2 large baking sheets 
with parchment paper. Set aside. 

In a stand mixer with the whisk attachment or in a 
bowl using an electric mixer, whisk the egg whites, cream of tartar, and salt, at 
low speed, for about 1-2 minutes until frothy. Slowly begin adding sugar, while 
whisking, until stiff peaks form, about 5-6 minutes total. You know you have stiff 
peaks when you flip over the bowl and the meringue stays in the bowl. 

Transfer the meringue to a piping bag with a large star tip. Pipe 1 ½-inch in 
diameter meringue kisses onto the parchment paper-lined baking sheet. 

Place in the oven and bake for 1 hour. After 1 hour, turn the oven off but leave 
them in there for 30 minutes with the oven off so they can firm up. DON’T OPEN 
THE OVEN DOOR. Remove from the oven. The meringue kisses should be dry, 
firm, crispy but not brown or sticky. Allow to cool completely before serving. 
Enjoy! 

Source: Sassy spoon (asassyspoon.com/merenguitos-meringue-cookies) 
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