These Heathens: A 1960s Novel About Freedom and Belonging
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A teenage girl arrives in Atlanta in 1960 seeking an abortion, but the city opens a much bigger world than she expected. Mia McKenzie's These Heathens follows Doris Steele through a weekend of encounters with activists, artists and queer communities, asking what freedom looks like when family expectations and personal choices collide.
Essential Takeaways
A vivid setting: The novel takes place in Georgia in 1960, during a period of social change.
One life-changing weekend: Seventeen-year-old Doris travels to Atlanta seeking an abortion and meets people who broaden her horizons.
Big questions, personal stakes: Identity, family, choice and belonging shape Doris's experience.
A coming-of-age story: The book links a young woman's search for her future with a wider world in flux.
One trip to Atlanta changes everything
Doris Steele's journey begins with a clear, urgent purpose: at 17, she travels to Atlanta seeking an abortion. But the city offers more than the practical answer she came for. Over one intense weekend, she encounters a lively mix of civil rights leaders, activists, artists, queer communities and free thinkers. (Source material: [5], [6])
That crowded social landscape is the novel's spark. Doris arrives with assumptions shaped by the life she knows; the people she meets invite her to question them. The result is a coming-of-age story with a wider horizon than one teenager's immediate predicament. (Source material: [5], [7])
Why the 1960 setting matters
Georgia in 1960 gives Doris's story a distinctive historical frame. The decade is often associated with social movements and cultural change, and the novel places its young protagonist in contact with people responding to that unsettled world. (Source material: [2], [3])
The setting isn't simply a period backdrop. Doris's encounters bring larger conversations about civil rights, identity and freedom into the intimate space of a weekend away. That contrast helps make the story's questions feel personal rather than abstract. (Source material: [5], [6])
A search for choice, family and belonging
At the centre of These Heathens is a teenager trying to understand what she wants for her future. Her journey brings questions of reproductive choice into contact with family expectations and the desire to find somewhere she can belong. (Source material: [5], [6])
The people Doris meets don't just offer a view of different lives; they challenge the limits of what she thought was possible. That's fertile ground for a novel about growing up, especially when the path ahead seems to have been chosen by others. (Source material: [5], [7])
Who might enjoy this historical coming-of-age novel?
Readers drawn to historical fiction with a strong sense of place may find the Atlanta setting especially compelling. The book also brings together coming-of-age themes and a social world shaped by activism, art and queer community. (Source material: [4], [5])
It could suit book groups looking for a story that opens up discussion about freedom, friendship, family and belonging. The central premise is serious, but the focus on new connections gives Doris's weekend room for discovery as well as difficulty. (Source material: [5], [6])
A brief weekend with a lasting view
Doris's story is built around a short stretch of time, yet its questions reach beyond those few days. Her encounters prompt her to reconsider not only what she believes, but what kind of future she might claim for herself. (Source material: [5], [6])
That makes These Heathens an inviting choice for readers who like historical novels centred on a young person's changing perspective. Sometimes a new city doesn't hand you a map; it simply shows you there are more roads. (Source material: [5], [7])
Pick it up for a coming-of-age story that pairs personal discovery with a shifting 1960s world.
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