2008 READING LIST
The Almost Moon, Alice Sebold, Little, Brown & Co., 2007, hardcover, 291 pp. This novel, like Ian McEwen’s Saturday, takes place in a twenty-four-hour period. It opens with Helen, the daughter of aging Clair, pressing towels over her mother’s face until she dies. Helen’s life has been dominated by the love/hate relationship with her narcissistic, agoraphobic mother; now Helen’s frail hold on sanity seems threatened as she struggles to come to grips with what she has done. The story floats inside of Helen’s head, mixing the present with a lifetime of memories. I read to the finish, but it didn’t have the push of Lovely Bones.
Fire in the Blood, Irene Nemirovsky, Alfred A. Knopf, 2007, translated by Sandra Smith, hardcover, 138 pp. When in 1941 the author was sent to Auschwitz to die, she entrusted parts of this novel to family and a friend. The novel, now assembled, follows the intertwined lives in a rural French village prior to WWII. Silvio, an old man who has traveled the world, has retired to a hovel in the woods, content with his solitude. But when he attends the wedding of a young cousin, he begins to be drawn back into the lives of the villagers. Through Silvio, the reader has an intimate picture of the loves, the infidelities, and the regrets of old age, revealing, and with a great ending twist, Silvio’s long-guarded secrets of the past. 
Rattle, Poetry for the 21st Century, Winter 2007, paperback, 185 pp. This issue contains the “Tribute to Nurses,” to which I contributed an essay and a poem. The nurses’ section comprises forty-three pages, or about a third, of the journal and is by far the better part. The poems in the first 100+ pages are of uneven quality, but often engaging. 

In Defense of Food, An Eater’s Manifesto, Michael Pollan, Penquin Books, 2008, hardcover, 205 pp. The short version of this book is “Eat food. Not too much. Eat plants.” Pollan’s polemic against processed food was just preaching to the choir in my case, but he traces an interesting history of how far we as a country have strayed from eating real food, from enjoying and savoring what we do eat, and from using food as a communal ritual. He makes a great case for growing our own produce, and barring that, organic produce and free range meats.

Poetry (literary journal), January 2008. The diversity of style in these poems, along with the mastery of form, are the reason this magazine is a leader. I could see the merit in all of them, from the traditional rhyming verse to the dramatic narratives. My favorite was Lisa Furmanski’s “The History of Mothers and Sons,” the subject of a poem I’m working on now.
Stormy Weather, Paulette Jiles, William Morrow, 2007, hardcover, 342 pp. This story of survival takes place during the darkest years of the Great Depression in east Texas. The Stoddard girls—Mayme, Bea, and Jeanine, along with their mother Elizabeth—live an itinerant life until their father, in jail for raping an underage girl, dies of “sour lung” disease. With nowhere else to go, the Stoddards return to their ancestral home, near Longview, which is then a booming oil town. Despite dust storms and near starvation, Jeanine works to reclaim the land make the old place livable. Through guts and good luck the saga ends with a happy, Victorian ending.

Chattahoochee Review, December 2007, Poetry editor Tania Rochelle, 152 pp. The first 55 pages of this journal is devoted to poetry and short fiction. The poems I enjoyed most were ones written by John Guzlowski, recounting his family’s experience during the holocaust—immediate and direct. The fiction seemed to focus on people so engaged in naval-gazing that I couldn’t relate to their petty concerns. The last section of the book is fiction by Japanese writers, and I slogged through a few of them, but found them strange in a fairy-tale way, so much so that I didn’t finish them all.
One Good Turn, Kate Atkinson, Little, Brown & Company, 2006, hardcover, 418 pp. When the tap of a fender begins an extreme road rage incident, an extensive cast of characters become involved, from a witness to a good Samaritan to a washed-up comedian. As the homicidal maniac with a baseball bat continues to attack people, a mysterious Russian woman, an unethical, criminal builder, and a successful crime author all play parts. Atkinson does a better than credible job in weaving all of these people together for a surprising ending. 

Poetry, featuring Louise Glück, Jorie Graham, George Szirtes, Feb. 2008. When it’s a spitting contest between Glück and Graham, Glück wins every time, and Szirtes’ simple poems reek of power.

Sick Girl, Amy Silverstein, Grove Press, 2007, agent—Rebecca Gradinger at Janklow & Nesbit, hardcover, 292 pp. This memoir of a heart transplant patient is anything but sweetness and happy endings (though the actual ending isn’t a downer). Once again, brutal honesty makes for a compelling story. When at twenty-five, Amy contracts what she thinks is a virus affecting her heart, her life changes forever. Though she tries to keep up a strong front, her ensuing horrific health problems sap her strength, even though she has a mate who is the most adoring and supportive a person could imagine. I found myself profoundly affected by her frustration at describing how it feels to be chronically and incurably ill even to those closest, something I have learned first hand.

Dream When You’re Feeling Blue, Elizabeth Berg, Random House, 2007, paperback, 276 pp. This story of three sisters during WWII begins with them in their home in Chicago and ends sixty years later. Berg’s expert storytelling involves the reader and keeps her reading as the young women do their best for the war effort. Though two have beaus who have already shipped out, they go to USO dances and write to the soldiers they meet to keep up morale. The surprise ending seemed a bit too abrupt—it had me reading that chapter a couple of times to be sure—but overall Berg does an wonderful job of recreating that time and the PG 13 mentality.  

Treatment Kind and Fair: Letters to a Young Doctor, Perri Klass, MD, Basic Books/Perseus Books, 2007, hardcover, 223 pp. This book consists of letters about what it means to be a doctor. It is written by a pediatrician to her son who is in medical school, covering every aspect of learning to care for patients, from the first time he would touch a stranger to how to help a family when a patient dies. I especially enjoyed the case studies with which she begins many chapters and her honesty in describing her experiences—the failures and the successes. 

The Missouri Review, Winter 2007, 175 pp. This literary journal is a mixed bag. The fiction and essays are top-notch, but the poems, though written by well-published people, are too loosey-goosey for my taste.

The Air We Breathe, Andrea Barrett, W.W. Norton, 2007, hardcover, 296 pp. This novel takes place at a sanitarium in upstate New York. It begins just before the beginning of WWI and focuses on four main characters—Leo, a Russian émigré and tuberculosis patient; Eudora, an attendant and assistant with radiology; Naomi, a servant girl and driver of a rich patient; and Miles, the rich patient. While both women find themselves attracted to Leo, Miles falls in unreciprocated love with Naomi. When the war begins, mild-mannered Miles takes out his anger at Naomi’s rejection by wielding his power against Leo in an influential committee of citizens who “guard” against foreign influences. The excitement in the story comes late—a devastating fire—and the consequences of that event determine the fates of all of the people involved.

Uncommon Arrangements: Seven Portraits of Married Life in London Literary Circles 1910-1939, Katie Roiphe, Dial Press Books, 2007, hardcover, 303 pp. This fascinating account of the marriages of literati of the early 20th century shows independent thinkers who often ignored conventional mores, while exploring the mysteries of lasting affection and the role of friendship in marriage. Each section revolves around a crisis in that particular marriage and how it was resolved. Roiphe’s research brings alive such well-known writers as H.G. Wells, Rebecca West, Bertrand Russell, Vanessa & Clive Bell, Ottoline & Phillip Morrell, and others.
the girl who stopped swimming, Joshilyn Jackson, Grand Central Publishing, 2008, hardcover, 308 pp. I zipped through this very fast moving and entertaining tale of Southern family dysfunction and dark secrets. Laurel hasn’t seen a ghost in thirteen years when she is waked to find the dripping apparition of a young girl by her bed. This ghost is but the beginning of what may be a murder mystery—a drowned girl is found in Laurel’s pool with a head injury—and it soon branches out into deftly interwoven family history. Laurel’s mother’s roots in a backwoods Alabama town frame the context for much of the conflict, and Laurel’s sister and the chaos she creates form the rest. Joss is at her best portraying the many eccentric characters, and she has enough plot twists to keep the reader rushing ahead. I had some questions remaining the sister—her prickly, unlikable character, her motivation in trying to destroy Laurel’s marriage, and the perceived threat to Laurel’s daughter in the end, but it all went by too fast to give me time to wonder.

God Particles, Thomas Lux, Houghton Mifflin Co., 2008, hardcover, 61 pp. Despite the wonderful execution, I was cool to these poems in the first section, but the second section—with the title poem—caught me in its net. These lines, “there’s no reason for God to feel guilt/I think He was downhearted; too weary, too weary/to be angry anymore” gave me chills. Lux’s dark humor and compassionate world view made me sorry to read the last poem.

People of the Book, Geraldine Brooks, Viking/Penquin Group, 2008, Agent-Kris Dahl, hardcover, 378 pp. The story starts in 1996 when Hanna, a rare book exper, takes on the job of a lifetime—analysis and conservation of a mysterious Hebrew manuscript created in 15th century Spain and recently saved from destruction during the shelling of Sarajevo’s libraries. When Hanna discovers tiny artifacts in the book’s ancient binding—a white hair, an insect wing, wine stains, etc—she begins to unlock the secrets of the book’s past. The novel is skillfully structured around revealing the answers to these secrets, more than an orderly progression of time. Each story is an entity in itself, with the holy book as the central theme, beginning with a Catholic priest in Venice in 1609, to the scribe who wrote the book seeing his family destroyed by forced exile, to Seville in 1480 and the woman responsible for the gorgeous illuminations. Hanna’s story continues throughout as a counterpoint—plunging her into the intrigues of art forgers and ultranationalist fanatics. Her experiences test her belief in herself and in the man she has come to love. Brooks writes masterfully, as always.

Poetry, March 2008, featuring Terrance Hayes, Ange Mlinko, H.L. Hix. This is my least favorite issue of this magazine. The high points for me were the A.E. Stallings poems with the simple metaphors that can be expanded to mean much. As usual, Jori Graham left me unmoved. In all of these issues I dislike the Q & A at the end each poet’s section with the over-worked explanation of the poems robbing them of their mystique.
The Poet of Lock Ness, Brian Corrigan, Thomas Dunne Books/St. Martins, 2005, hardcover, 302 pp. Perdita Miggs is thrilled when her husband Perry, a marine biologist gets a grant to spend the summer studying Loch Ness. Scotland is also the place where seventeen years ago she fell in love with the poet Andrew McGruer. In Scotland, Perdita is not only reunited with her past love, but facilitates the reunion of another long-separated couple. But things are never as they seem, and the surprise ending packs a nice wallop. My biggest complaint is that Corrigan the made Perry so unappealing and the long-loved poet so attractive. I think the story would have been more dynamic had Perdita had to choose between two more equal men.
Run, Ann Patchett, HarperCollins, 2007, hardcover, 295 pp. This novel kept me so engrossed that for once I didn’t look to see how many pages I had to go till the end. The Irish Doyle family is comprised of the retired mayor of Boston and his three sons—one natural and two black adopted boys. The elder Doyle has turned his back on his natural son in favor of the adopted sons, who he hopes will follow him into a life of politics, even though neither of them shares his interest. They don’t realize that they have been stalked for many years by Tennessee, the birth mother of the adopted boys, and her daughter. One evening as the boys argue with their father on the street in a snowstorm, Tennessee throws herself in front of an oncoming car to push one of her sons out of danger. Thus the lives of Tennessee and her daughter Kenya merge with that of the Doyles. The Doyles take Kenya home with them, and his sons acknowledge Kenya as their sister. Even as they wait for the outcome of Tennessee’s surgery, they bond with Kenya, an extraordinary and gifted child. In this book Patchett uses very long paragraphs and few scene breaks, something I don’t usually like. But that quality carried my reading forward like riding a wave. 
The Myth of Gravity, Emily Lupita Plum, 68 pages, a manuscript. These lovely poems are very evocative of place, reflecting Emily’s extensive travels, from Mexico to Hiroshima to Cambodia. The poems capture not only place, but the human condition in those locations. Still I found myself most moved by her poems about her Mexican mother in Iowa. Emily includes a section of explanations and translations in the back of the manuscript, an interesting idea, but one I didn’t find necessary.
Beautiful Boy, David Sheff, Houghton Mifflin, 2008, agent—Binky Urban, hardcover, 316 pp. This memoir of a parent living through his child’s addiction to crystal meth and heroin is so well written that it makes for a painful read. Sheff’s unflagging honesty and his love for his son show through every line. My only complaint is that in recording his experiences, Sheff makes the reader feel almost as though she is living them, too. This book, especially the first chapters and Chapter 11, the statistical outlining of addicts’ outcomes should be required reading for every parent.

The Florida Review, Fall 2007, Volume 32.2, 150 pp. I read this journal cover to cover. The poems were evocative and well written, and the fiction sparkling. My only wish was that there had been more than the single nonfiction piece. 

Seraglio, Janet Wallach, Nan Talese/Doubleday, 2003, agent—Linda Chester, hardcover, 314 pp. This novel begins in the late 18th century when Aimee, a 13-year-old French girl is kidnapped and placed in service in Topkapi Palace. Renamed Nakshidil, she is forced to become Muslim and to give up all vestiges of her formal life, and eventually becomes for a short time the sultan’s favorite. The well-researched depiction of the palace life and intrigues made this novel interesting, while the rapid-fire plot twists kept the pages turning. 

Wives and Sisters, Natalie R. Collins, St. Martin’s Press, 2004,agent—Karen Solem, hardcover, 270 pp. I could hardly put this novel down and suffered nightmares when I did. The quotation at the beginning—Brigham Young in 1857 advocates the righteous slaying of those who have committed a sin that cannot be atoned—sets the tone for the damage done, both physical and psychologically, to members of the Latter Day Saints who don’t conform to doctrine or decisions of the church elders. Written by a former member of that church, the first half of the book, describing Allison’s childhood, has the vivid feel of a memoir. Trapped in a world that allows no questions and ruled by an authoritarian father who uses his belt liberally, Allison isn’t allowed to question the disappearance and probable death of a playmate. As an adult, living outside the religious community, she is raped, and her attacker is sheltered by the elders, even as they know that he is guilty of that rape and other crimes. Allison sacrifices her safety to confront her attacker, and, in the process, comes to terms with her past. Even though it felt authentic, I found Allison’s unrelenting emotional pitch in the last chapters a little wearing. I would like to have seen more cold resolution on her part.
Poetry, The Translation Issue, April 2008, Editor—Christian Wiman, 90 pp. This volume is both interesting and a pleasure to read. For once, I found that the commentaries following each poem added greatly to my understanding. From a Bosnian poet writing about snipers to a Lithuanian on a meeting in 1942 when Nazis formed their policy on extermination of the Jews, the poems carry both cultural weight and the beauty of metaphor.

Madness: A Bipolar Life, Marya Hornbacher, Houghton Mifflin, 2008, hardcover, 279 pp. This memoir of mental illness took me for a rollercoaster ride that I hated to see end. Hornbacher’s manic writing style serves to reinforce her experiences as a bipolar whose illness began in childhood. She is wry and open in her disclosures about trying to contain her mental illness through starvation, substance abuse, self-mutilation and sex. This book should be meaningful for anyone who has such a person in her life as well as by defining the effects of bipolar for the reading public.

Her Last Death, Susanna Sonnenberg, Scribner, 2008, hardcover, 273 pp. I sailed through this wonderful memoir in only a couple of days. The book opens with a phone call telling Sonnenberg that her mother is in a coma after a car accident. Sonnenberg’s mother, a charismatic addict and compulsive liar, might also be considered a sociopath. How many teenage girls’ mothers would sleep with their daughters’ boyfriends or lie and say that they had? Yet her mother’s ability to cast a spell over those around her often exceeds her bad behavior. The book chronicles the mother-daughter relationship, including the warm and loving moments as well as the horrific. The reason that Sonnenberg decides not to go to what may be her mother’s death bed becomes more than clear by the end of the book, as is her love of her mother.

A Wolf at the Table: A Memoir of My Father, Augusten Burroughs, St. Martin’s Press, 2008, 242 pp. Burroughs is coasting on the accolades of his two previous memoirs in this lackluster account. I skimmed through it, not out of pleasure, but in an effort to get it over with. The writing is childlike and almost simplistic, and Burroughs never achieves the tension of his other books. The story question—My father is an inhuman monster, aka flawed, and will I become like him?—wasn’t enough to carry me forward. It also suffers from poor editing. The two page prologue is repeated on page 153 without a logical tie-in to the story.  

Tarnished Beauty, Cecilia Samartin, Atria Books, 2008, hardcover, 340 pp. Jamilet is a beautiful young Mexican woman, marred by an enormous birthmark—a congenital hemangoma—that covers her back from neck to knees. When she is shunned by the villagers, she makes a dangerous crossing to the USA. Her job at asylum has her taking care of a rich, eccentric old man. Over the course of the book, he tells her a love saga from his youth, even as Jamilet falls in love—but only at a distance, since she does not dare reveal her horrible deformity. The reader is led to think that the story question is whether Jamilet will find a medical cure to make her appear normal or will find love with a man who can overlook her birthmark. But the ending is a totally scenario, one that I didn’t find very satisfying.
 Harriet and Isabella, Patricia O’Brien, Touchstone Books/Simon & Schuster, 2008, agent Esther Newberg, hardcover, 298 pp. I found this novel about Harriet Beecher Stowe’s family fascinating. The action occurs long after her famous book and centers around the dying of her brother Henry Ward Beecher, a preacher famed for preaching love, not damnation. The plot revolves around the estrangement of Isabella, Harriett’s sister, from the rest of the clan. Isabella’s friend, Victoria Woodhull, an early proponent of women’s rights and free love, has accused Henry of adultery and cites Isabella as her source of knowledge. The proud Beechers are the Kennedys of their time, dogged by the press, especially with Henry’s trial for said crime, a trial that is recounted in a long flashback. Isabella, cut off by the family for her disloyalty, wants only to see Henry one more time in life. The reader learns much about the mores and constraints of that age through the family’s refusal to allow Isabella into the ancestral home.
The Flagrant Dead, Stephen Bluestone, Mercer University Press, 2007, paperback, 83 pp. My first glance at these poems made me think that they were not to my taste, as I prefer poems written from personal experience. But on further reading I was won over by Bluestone’s way of giving life to people long dead, the famous and obscure. His command of details brought each of them to life, from Richard Wagner to Sal “The Barber” Maglie. And in recreating the past, he brings the reader in touch with the universal human condition, which is, after all, why we read poems.

Second Glance, Jodi Picoult, Atria Books, 2003, hardcover, agent—Laura Gross, 420 pp. This earlier novel of Picoult lacks some of the sharpness of her later work, but as ever, her story-telling ability is well-developed. Though I was tempted to stop reading several times due to the subject matter—ghosts, rose-petal rain, etc.—I kept on going because Picoult knows how to keep that arc of tension twanging. The main character, Ross, is a suicidal drifter, who wants to die after losing his lover in an auto accident, but, despite his determination, seems invincible. The centerpiece of the book, indeed the middle third, is where Picoult always excels—around a true social issue with real characters. In it she chronicles the Eugenics movement of the 1930s—a precursor to Hilter’s policies—that centered in Vermont, where this story takes place. She also champions Native American problems with her depiction of the Abenaki tribe, native to New England. The stories that revolve around Spencer Pike, the founder of the Eugenics movement, all somehow come full circle, and in the process I learned some interesting history.

The End of the World as We Know It: Scenes from a Life, Robert Goolrick, Algonquin Books, 2007, hardcover, 228 pp. This fabulously executed memoir had me reading straight through. It begins conventionally enough with vivid descriptions of the alcoholic, crazy parents, whom he describes with a wry humor. By the middle third, the book becomes very dark, with Goolrick bent on horrible self-destruction while all those around him are oblivious. The last third seems at first more random scenes from his childhood, until he masterfully brings it all together in the last two chapters. He even has a chapter, called “How I Went On,” one that follows his psychiatric hospitalization, that is eleven pages of impossibly long sentences—only a few in eleven pages—that carry the reader like a tsunami. Goolrick has a much higher motive than merely sharing his story, one that truly gives his terrible experiences meaning.  

Poetry, May 2008, Editor-Christian Wiman, 171 pp. The poems in this issue are wonderful, but not enough of them, to my taste, since 35 pages are devoted to “Comment.” From Brian Dietrich’s “I Imagine my Father’s Death” to Sandra Gilbert’s “Colonoscopy Sonnet” to Yvonne Zipter’s “Osteosarcoma: A Love Poem,” with its wonderful lines: “Cancer loves the long bone/the femur and the fibula/the humerus and ulna/the greyhound’s sleek physique,” to Jane Hirschfield’s” The Decision,” almost all of these poems sing to me. But the best part was that it made me remember ten years ago, sitting in a workshop with Hirschfield, her skilled guidance, her gentle urging us on.
Body Surfing, Anita Shreve; Back Bay Books/Little, Brown, & Co.; 2007; paperback, 291 pp. At the age of twenty-nine, Sydney has already been divorced and widowed when she takes a summer of job tutoring the teenage daughter of a well-to-do couple at their beach house. When the adult two sons arrive, the plot begins its swirl, and Shreve draws in the reader with well-characterized family members. In her hands the novel is more than a pleasant read.

Last Night at the Lobster, Stewart O’Nan, Viking, 2007, hardback, 146 pp. I read this novella straight through. O’Nan is pitch-perfect in this account of a conscientious manager of a chain restaurant on the last night of its existence. He captures the various employee’s characters with minimum brushstrokes, while allowing us into the whole framework of his existence, especially his failed loves. Not only did I enjoy it, but I learned a huge amount about what it takes to run such a place.
The Artful Edit, Susan Bell, W.W. Norton & Co. 2007, hardcover, agent—Sarah Burnes, 221 pp. This pleasant little book uses The Great Gatsby as its centerpiece, demonstrating the shoulds and should-nots with various passages. Most of it is aimed at a person beginning their editing career, but I found her summary pages helpful and copied them for future reference.

Peace, Richard Bausch, Alfred A. Knopf & Sons, 2008, hardcover, 121 pp. I pursued this novella after a glowing review in the WSJ. It covers less than twenty-four hours in WWII; as the Germans retreat when the Fascist government falls, a scouting party of four Americans, led by an ancient Italian, climb a mountain in freezing rain, then snow, to reconnoiter the enemy’s retreat. It is very well written, so much so that the cold, rain, and discomfort seem too real. The three privates and one corporal are equally preoccupied with the danger of their imminent demise, as well as a prostitute whom their sergeant murdered when he found her with Germans. Not my cup of tea, but a good story, well told.
The Novelist, Angela Hunt, West Bow Press/Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2006, hardcover, 308 pp. This prolific author of a long string of “Christian” novels has written a simplistic, yet intriguing story-within-a-story. Jordan, the protagonist, is herself a novelist, beginning a teaching job at a community college—her subject, novel writing. (Initially her comments on craft were the thing that hooked me.) Challenged by one of her students, Jordan, the author of a string of super-hero books, begins work on a novella very different from anything she’s ever published—a Christian allegory. The parallel story of her real life with a twenty-one year old son, a boy who is spinning out of control on drugs and alcohol, is overshadowed by that of her novel-within-a-novel. All predictably turns out well in the end with a heavy-handed religious moral. Still, I finished it.  

Stealing Athena, Karen Essex, Random House, 2008, hardcover, 449 pp. The Elgin Marbles have been displayed at the British Museum for two hundred years. This lovely novel chronicles how they came to be there through the stories of Mary Nisbet, wife of Lord Elgin, the British ambassador to Constantinople, and Aspasia, the mistress of Pericles, the most powerful man in Athens at whose behest the Marbles were first carved. Mary, newly-wed and a Scottish heiress, uses her charm, money, and influence to obtain permission from the Ottoman Empire for her husband’s plan to deconstruct the Parthenon and to bring its sculptures to England. Two millennia earlier Aspasia, a philosopher and friend of Socrates, plied her wits and influence to help Pericles in his vision of building the monument. The parallel stories of these women are equally moving, and the novel vividly recreates both the world of the Napoleonic era and the Golden Age of Greece. 
Water for Elephants, Sara Gruen, Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2006, paperback, 431 pp. Nothing rules like a good story well told. This tale of circus life in the early 1930s is voiced through the present-day voice of a 90+ year-old-man in a nursing home as he anticipates a modern-day circus coming to town. The entourage comes to life in his telling—from the sideshow freaks to the beautiful woman who rides horses and an elephant in the ring to the young man who falls in love with her. The crazy ringmaster, who is the woman’s husband, and the unscrupulous circus owner are the antagonists in the story of people desperate to keep their jobs when others are begging on the streets. It uses an odd device that I’ve only seen one other time, that of using the prologue verbatim in the climax of the story. A variation in the telling would have been better.
Poetry, June 2008, featuring Meghan O’Rourke, A.R. Ammons, and Donald Revell. This issue has been my least favorite. Not one of the poems spoke to me or made my heart sing. And I slogged through them all, some more than once.

The Missouri Review (Agonists), Volume 31 Number 2, 2008, 200 pp. Once again I read with some pleasure the fiction and essays, with the exception of one about fixing water leaks in a house—too much like boring everyday life around here. But as with the other issue, the poems, though they are written by well-published people, failed to touch my deepest literary nerve. Of especial interest was the essay, “Agonists of the Contemporary Memoir” by Michael Cohen, which follows the historical development of self-revelatory writing, especially that dealing with addiction or illness. 
Christine Falls, Benjamin Black aka John Banville, Picador/Henry Holt & Co., 2006, paperback, 340 pp. This dark and brooding mystery follows Quirke, a surly pathologist living in Dublin, Ireland in the 1950s. Quirke finds his brother-in-law, Mal, tampering with the autopsy record of a young woman who had died during childbirth, starting off an investigation that involves the Catholic Church as well as members of his own family, one that eventually spreads across the Atlantic to Boston. Though he has been warned, somewhat brutally, to forget the matter, Quirke pursues it to its surprise ending. While I inevitably become bored with the mystery aspect of such books, this portrayal of a hard drinking, heavy smoking Irish outcast was intriguing.

Leonardo’s Swans, Karen Essex, Broadway Books, 2006, paperback, 340 pp. This novel of the Renaissance follows the lives of Isabella d’Este and her sister Beatrice, both princesses of Ferrera. These strong women ruled with—and often in the stead of— their husbands, acting as diplomats and patrons of great artists. Chief among these artists was the Magistro, aka Leonardo da Vinci. The swans of the title are the women whom Leonardo painted, these sisters and the mistresses of Beatrice’s husband, in paintings which survive famously to this day. But mostly the story is about the two sisters’ intelligence and the power they wielded. Though history did not pay them their due, Isabella’s last words were, “I am a woman who learned to live in a man’s world.”
Life Class, Pat Barker—Winner of the Booker Prize, Hyperion Books, 2008, hardcover, 307 pp. This novel, set in England in 1914 at the beginning of WWI, is an interesting juxtaposition of the self-centeredness of an artist and the selflessness of a war medic. Three art students’ paths diverge when the two men volunteer to tend soldiers at the front line while the young woman resists the call for nurses and stays behind to work on paintings. Barker’s skill at portraying the horror of warfare makes the story come to life. Of less interest to me was the love triangle around which it was framed.

Loose Girl: A Memoir of Promiscuity, Kerry Cohen, Hyperion Books, 2008, hardcover, 221 pp. This tale of a young girl’s willful sexual initiation and her later initiating sex with many boys could have been tedious after the first dozen encounters, but Cohen brings her years of therapy into the telling. Her mother’s abandonment (to medical school, but abandonment, no less) and her father’s adolescent pleasure-seeking left her grasping for any demonstration of affection she could find. Though she claims herself cured, I had my doubts at the end.

Poetry July/August 2008—not a memorable issue. I usually mark pages to return to, but nothing inspired me, though it was a tad less academic.
North River, Pete Hamill, Little Brown & Co., 2007, hardcover, 341 pp. This novel takes place in the New York of 1934 where James Delaney takes care of his patients whether they can pay him or not. His patients include everyone from poor neighbors to gangsters to Tammany chieftains. But in his own life, Delaney is haunted by the slaughters of WWI, his disappeared wife, and the daughter who leaves her child with him to follow revolutionary dreams in Europe. When the doctor hires a Sicilian woman to care for his grandson, his life begins to change as her presence reminds him that he is a man. His growing love for the grandson and his caretaker is offset by threatened mob violence. Hamill recreates old New York with colorful detail and gives a very satisfying read.

The Outcast, Sadie Jones, HarperCollins Books, 2008, hardcover, 345 pp. This novel takes place in 1957 in a suburban town outside of London. When Lewis returns home at twenty-one after two years in prison for burning a church, he receives a cool reception by everyone but Kim, a secret admirer of sixteen. The major flashback is grueling, as many of the scenes are, when it describes Lewis’s mother’s drowning. Her death begins Lewis’s downward spiral, accelerated by his father’s coldness. Many scenes are tough to read, especially the ones when Lewis alleviates his emotional pain by slicing into his arms with a straight razor. In the end, Lewis and Kim are bound by their fathers’ abuse—Lewis’s emotional and Kim’s physical. Even though there were many muddy shifts in POV, I read straight through this darkly compelling story.

This Common Secret, Sue Wicklund with Alan Kesselbaum, Public Affairs Books, 2007, hardcover, agent—Kris Dahl with International Creative Management, 260 pp. This very moving memoir covers the professional life of an abortion doctor. The bravery she’s shown and the dangers she has faced in the heroic pursuit of her practice have benefited countless women. It’s a well-told, moving, and educational account.

The Tenderness of Wolves, StePenney, Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, 2006, 2006 Costa Book of the Year Winner, 371 pp. I had trouble getting into this book because of the introduction of so many characters, but reading back over the first couple of chapters the problem seems to be with me reading late at night, not the book. This novel is set in the winter of 1847 in the Northern Territory of Canada and opens when Mrs. Ross, a local woman, stumbles across a dead man’s corpse in a cabin near hers and sees tracks leading from the dead man’s cabin toward the forest and the tundra beyond. This is the rare murder mystery that got better with every page until I hated to see it end. The Hudson Bay Company, with controls the lucrative fur trade and acts as a police state, sends men to investigate, and eventually to follow both Mrs. Ross’s, son who has disappeared following the murder, and Mrs. Ross, who has gone into the bitter cold to look for him. Penney subtly develops all of the characters and creates the change in each necessary for a successful novel.

Necessary Sins, Lynn Darling, Dial Press, 2007, hardcover, 231 pp. This seasoned journalist’s memoir of her affair with and marriage to a Washington Post editor, Lee Lescaze is a focused, and engaging account. Like in any good novel, Darling undergoes a sea change and takes the reader with her. As usual, my favorite part is her brutal, unstinting honesty about herself, leaving the reader to admire her all the more at the end. 

Range of Motion, Elizabeth Berg, Berkeley Books, 1995, paperback, 250 pp. After Darling’s very sad book, my next one evokes another nightmarish scenario, but with a happier ending. When Lainey’s husband Jay is felled by a chunk of ice falling from a building, it seems so comic as to make those that hear of it laugh. The weeks he lingers in a deep coma change everything in Lainey’s life except for her love for him. The parallel story of her best friend’s marital problems provide balance to the heart-rending tale. Here again is a book to learn from: the writer never strays her focus.

The Film Club: A Memoir, David Gilmour, Twelve/Grand Central Publishing, 2008, hardcover, 221 pp. What I admired most about this memoir was Gilmour’s absolute focus on his topic. It begins when he sees that his sixteen-year-old son, Jesse, is floundering in high school, bored and no longer interested in trying. Gilmour does something that would give most parents pause—he tells Jesse that he can quit school with two stipulations: he doesn’t do drugs and he watches three movies a week with his father. Otherwise the kid doesn’t have to work, gets spending money, and stays out all night. Two things are clear in this narrative—Gilmour’s absolute devotion to Jesse and his love/encyclopedic knowledge of films. Though there are side stories—Gilmour, a writer, is out of work and Jesses does experiment dangerously with drugs—the glue that holds the book together are the two of them watching movies and Gilmour’s wonderful observations on the actors, directors, and famous scenes. It’s not until I read the acknowledgements, that I learn Gilmour has had not the two wives, his current and Jesse’s mother, he has a daughter by yet another wife, and an entire life that, for the good of the book, he did include. The small flaw in the story is that he built tension around his not finding work, then didn’t follow through. It’s a great read for anyone who loves movies.

The Note, A Story of Second Chances, Angela Hunt, Thomas Nelson, 2001, paperback, 292 pp. I’m a little ashamed to say that I read the whole thing. While the writing in this novel was competent, Hunt’s mechanizations as she developed the plot were less than subtle. When, following a terrible plane crash in Tampa Bay, a woman gives Peyton, a newspaper columnist, a note she had found washed up near the crash site, Peyton has the dynamite story she needs to keep her column, which had been steadily losing readers. Peyton goes on a quest to find the intended recipient of the note, all the while bringing up her past painful memories. Before long, Julie St. Claire, an ambitious and unscrupulous TV newswoman is on the trail of the story, and a rivalry develops. There’s a slight, sexless romance and a surprise happy ending, as Peyton, the wandering child, returns to the father who loves her. Hunt has a whole list of these books. Yuck!

Durable Goods, Elizabeth Berg, Ballantine Books, 1993, paperback, 192 pp. This novel is written in the voice of Katie, a twelve-year-old whose mother has recently died. Though I found the voice even younger than that of an eleven-year-old I know, it had its innocent charm. Her father is abusive, her older sister is sneaking out at night, and Katie crawls under her bed, hoping her mother will appear to her. When the father, who is in the army, gets yet another set of transfer orders, the story comes to a climax, with the sisters running away. It was a pleasant middle-of- the-night read.

Look at Me, Jennifer Egan, Nan A. Talese/Doubleday, 2001, paperback, 415 pp. I read this long, rambling novel because of the wonderfully outrageous characters. There’s Moose, once a high school football hero and gorgeous hunk, who, now middle-aged, barely maintains his university job in the face of a delusional withdrawal. There’s the central character, Charlotte, the amoral fashion model, with the car accident smashed her face and her quest to reenter the public eye with a tell-all autobiography designed for the internet. The story is told in many voices, including Charlotte’s niece, another Charlotte—leading to some late night confusion on my part—Irene, the ghostwriter of the biography, and others. It finally wends its way to a satisfying conclusion.
Winner of the National Book Award: A Novel of Fame, Honor, and Really Bad Weather, Jincy Willett, Thomas Dunne Books/St. Martin’s Press, 2003, hardcover, 323 pp. Because this novel came highly recommended to me, I wanted to like it more than I did. Dorcas and Abigail are fraternal twins, as different as two humans can be. However Dorcas, an asexual spinster, librarian, and proper woman, and her twin Abigail, an obese, amoral, and manipulative person, remain close, even when Abigail marries Conrad, a cruel and manipulative man himself. Even as Abigail starves herself to please the critical Conrad, Dorcas finds herself drawn into the web of his charm. To further complicate matters, they all are in the thrall of a pudgy poet and his slave-like wife. The ante ups when Abby becomes resistant to Conrad’s cruelties, thereby denying him his pleasure. The ending, though heavily foreshadowed, does give the reader some satisfaction, but I could never buy into the extremes of the two sisters’ characters.

Love in the Present Tense, Catherine Ryan Hyde, Doubleday/Flying Dolphin Press, 2006, hardback, 262 pp. This novel is both a strange and a satisfying read. It’s the story of the son of an unwed mother who drops off her little boy at a neighbor’s and never returns. The strangeness lies in the purity of the characters, like the neighbor Mitch, who wants to adopt Leonard. Mitch, has none of the crankiness of a real parent, and Leonard is never irritating or raucous, rather always sweet and wise. The story ties up all the loose ends—the mother’s disappearance, Leonard’s obsession with her as a present spirit, and Mitch’s doomed love affair. I can see why Hyde is such a popular novelist.

Poetry, September 2008, 85 pp. Again poems that rhyme, some very slight, are featured. My favorites are by two women, Elizabeth Arnold and Eleanor Wilner. A long essay on prosody by Clive James covers every major poet from Auden to Plath (and Hughes). But I take great issue with his dismissal of women poets. “...all the poets—especially women—since her (Plath’s) death who have delved into their traumas to dig up the same sort of stuff, and yet have produced poems more boring than somebody telling you their dreams.” Still I enjoyed the essay for its technical analysis and scope. 
Rattle: Poetry for the 21st Century, Summer 2008. As always, I enjoyed Rattle, with all the energetic poems, some not so good, others very engaging. It’s a little like a treasure hunt, especially when you find such poems as Richard Jackson’s “Silences” and Tony Trigilio’s “Dougie’s Sister Exposes Herself.” 
Change of Heart, Jodi Picoult, Atria Books, 2008, hardcover, 447 pp. Here’s another very readable novel on a notable social topic—this one capitol punishment, not to mention the true meaning of religion. The cast is large, told in many characters’ voices, but never confusing. A woman’s husband and little girl are killed by an itinerant carpenter, unleashing a sequence of events that include the man’s trial, a priest who was on the jury, the prisoner’s lawyer on death row, other inmates on that “tier,” and the convicted prisoner himself. Though this story smacked of the supernatural, I finished it—very quickly. Picoult knows how to tell a story and keep the reader involved throughout. Eat your heart out JC Oates!
Case Histories, Kate Atkinson, Back Bay Books, 2004, paperback, 310 pp. Atkinson is a master juggler, handling half a dozen story lines—occasionally too many for me to keep straight. She weaves three tragedies—a toddler’s disappearance, a young woman’s random-seeming murder, and a wife’s violent ax murder of her husband. A private detective, Jackson, many years later finally brings all of the cases to conclusions, often with unexpected revelations. Even more unexpected were the British detective’s favorite singers, Lucinda (Williams) and Trisha (Yearwood).
a long way gone: Memoirs of a Boy Soldier; Ishmael Beah, Sarah Crichton Books/Farrar, Straus & Giroux; 2007; agent—Ira Silverberg; hardcover, 218 pp. This book is remarkable for several reasons: that Beah, conscripted as a soldier in Sierra Leone, survived the killing of his family and friends, that the addictive drugs he was fed in the army didn’t kill him; that even after his rehabilitation he had to once again run for his life and barely survive; and that he miraculously somehow made it to New York, finished high school and college. Beah, writing when he was 26, tells how he lost his family to attacking rebels at the age of twelve. By thirteen he had been forced into the army, and, though naturally a gentle person, he found that he was capable of terrible acts, deeds that would always haunt him. At sixteen he was taken in by UNICEF, whose staff helped him to regain his humanity. Through his eyes, readers come to understand this is how wars in third world countries are fought now: by traumatized children, hopped up on drugs and wielding AK47s.
The Bible Salesman, Clyde Edgerton, Little Brown & Co., hardcover, 2008, 232 pp. Henry was 20 years old and an innocent Bible salesman when he caught a ride with Preston Clearwater, a man who claimed to be an undercover FBI man who needed an assistant. In truth, Clearwater is part of a gang that steals cars, among other crimes. During his adventures with Clearwater, Henry grapples with doubts he has about the Bible and meets the girl of his dreams, even as he begins to suspect that he’s being used. In Henry’s 1950, Edgerton creates a far more innocent world with this pleasant little novel than the one we inhabit. He also plays free and easy with POV, often changing it from one paragraph to the next, something I found distracting.
Indignation, Philip Roth, Houghton Miflin, 2008, hardcover, 233 pp. This very short novel would have been a lot longer if Roth had observed the normal rules of paragraph breaks, but as it was, I felt it catapulted to the ending. In 1951 the Korean War threatens every college age boy, and Marcus is more than determined to use his student status to stay out of it—while becoming valedictorian of his small college. He has moved from a college in his hometown of Newark because of his father’s growing obsession that something bad will happen to Marcus. But Marcus is plenty able to bring unfortunate events upon himself. The ball starts rolling when Marcus changes rooms twice because of roommates who impede his all consuming study. The Dean of Men calls him in and urges Marcus to play baseball and find a girlfriend, setting off the indignation of this would-be scholar. There’s a late revelation about the premise a quarter of the way through, one that would have been better at the beginning. But Roth is a master, if a dark one.
The Memoir Book, Patti Miller, Alex & Unwin (Australia), 2007, paperback, 194 pp. Miller draws on her extensive teaching and writing experience to use examples and exercises to provoke insight for the writer who wants to record her experiences. I found much of this elementary, but worth revisiting. The sources she cites at the end of the book make it worth the price, if nothing else.

Bellevue Literary Review—Abilities and Disabilities: The Range of Human Function, Fall 2008, 153 pp. I could hardly stand to put this journal down. The quality of the writing is wonderful and the stories/poems all were moving.

The Spies of Warsaw, Alan Furst, Random House, 2008, hardcover, 266 pp. This novel is set in Poland in 1937 as war threatens Europe. A French colonel, Jean-Francois Mercier, is involved in a series of spying episodes using Germans over whom he has some hold. I never quite understood the impact or purpose of his pursuits, and the main character’s only progression was to fall in love with a former spy. It did serve to help me get to sleep, though.
A Dangerous Age, Ellen Gilchrist, Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2008, hardcover, 245 pp. I shouldn’t have put in the time to finish this book, but I kept waiting for it to get better. It’s a saga about the Hand family’s women. Keeping up with the cast and telling the characters apart presents a problem, since with such a large cast, most of them spoke with the same voice and affect. The Cherokee grandfather was the only one with a distinct character. That the women are all strong-minded and loyal comes through clearly, but I could never identify the “story question.”

The Two Kinds of Decay; Sarah Marguso; Farrar, Strauss and Giroux; 2008; hardcover; 184 pp. At age twenty-one, Sarah, a college student, finds her life suddenly controlled by a rare and wildly unpredictable autoimmune disease, one that leaves her weak with creeping paralysis. For the next nine years, she struggles to survive, and it is only after she goes into remission, that she can write this memoir. I sailed right through it. Written in one and two-sentence paragraphs—probably taken from journal entries—she captures with startling honesty the experience. 

Poetry, October, 2008; 74 pp. There were a couple of poems—Adrian Blevins’s “How to Cook a Wolf” and John Repp’s “Honorary Jew”—that made reading the whole thing worthwhile. I also enjoyed the rather merciless review of new volumes of poetry by Jason Guriel, especially his scathing critique of Jori Graham’s new book. I also intend to look for Sarah Hannah’s Inflorescence, the one poet he liked.

I’m Looking Through You: Growing Up Haunted, a Memoir; Jennifer Finney Boylan; Broadway Books; 2008; hardcover; 267 pp. This story of a young girl  born into a boy’s body centers around the hauntings in Coffin house, her family’s home. The writing is very engaging, and the story moves along at a good clip. But Boylan avoids the personal details that would make the story unforgettable. I can understand how she wants to protect her wife/partner by not telling of what’s become of their sex life after surgery, but she slides right by the hormone treatment, operations, and friends’ and colleagues’ reactions—giving not a single detail—that would have given the reader a feeling of what her switch entailed.

My Summer of Southern Discomfort, Stephanie Gayle, William Morrow/HarperCollins, 2007, hardcover, 241 pp. When her married lover, a colleague at the lawyer firm where she works, betrays her, Harvard-educated Natalie Goldberg takes a job in the DA’s office in Macon, Georgia. In her new job, Natalie is considered a suspect outsider, especially since her father is a famous civil rights lawyer. He refuses to accept her career change, and her best friend begs her to come back to New York. As Natalie works to gain acceptance by her colleagues and to win friends, she learns a new, more satisfying way of life. It’s Gayle’s attention to detail about life in Macon that makes the novel succeed.
The Necklace: thirteen women and the experiment that transformed their lives, Cheryl Jarvis, Ballentine Books, 2008, hardcover, 210 pp. When Jonell, a Ventura, California woman saw a $22,000 diamond necklace in a jewelry store window, she decided to do an experiment in sharing. Jonell convinced twelve other women to go in with her to buy Jewelia, as they named the necklace, as nothing more than a way to establish new friendships. This account profiles each of the women and what they got from their association with the co-owners and describes the phenomena of charity benefits and out-reach that the necklace brought. Somehow, I’d expected the book to be more, but with all the women so similar—affluent, fiftyish, career-oriented—it somehow lacked emotional drive.

Poetry, November 2008, 182 pages. I enjoyed especially the poems of the Mexican-Spanish writer Roberto Bolano, but Geof Huff’s essay praising graphic poems and his selection of the same left me cold. Visually they were interesting, but as poetry, lacking. I also like Adam Kirsch’s essay on the writer’s search for recognition and very much agreed with his low estimate of blogging on the literary landscape.
The Day Donny Herbert Woke Up: A True Story, Rich Blake, Harmony Books, 2007, hardcover, 244 pp. Donny Herbert, a fireman, is terribly injured by falling timbers in a burning house. The set-up, introducing Donny, his wife Linda, and other peripheral characters was overfilled with details and a bit dull. In fact, I returned the book to the library, only to pick it up again weeks later. The story of how his wife and family cope in the wake of his accident is very touching and gains momentum until the end. I couldn’t help but shed a tear with his family when he briefly returned to them.

Out Stealing Horses, Per Petterson, Translated from the Norwegian by Anne Born, Graywolf Press, 2003, hardcover, 258 pp. At age sixty-seven, Trond has settled into an isolated cabin in eastern Norway to live out the rest of his life. A meeting with a neighbor, a face from his past, forces him to reflect on the fateful summer when he was fifteen, when death comes to his best friend’s family and his father takes him on an adventure felling trees. These events lead to him being estranged from his friend and his father leaving forever in this slow-moving account. I think the thing that kept me going was the look into life in the forests of Norway as it’s been lived for probably centuries.
Goldengrove, Francine Prose, HarperCollins, 2008, hardcover, 275 pp. I read this novel through because Prose is almost as prolific as JC Oates, and I wanted to taste her wares. When Nico’s older sister suddenly dies, the ninth-grader is left to grope with her grief. She enters into a strange, secret relationship with her sister’s boyfriend. As they become partners in grief, she becomes obsessed with him, even as she learns about the power of art and the mystery of recovery. I enjoyed the novel, but thought that Nico’s voice was that of a much more mature person than a young girl.

The Blood of Flowers; Anita Amirrezvani; ittle, Brown & Co., 2007, hardcover, 368 pp. This novel of 17th century Iran/Persia is really a feminist tale. When a young girl’s father dies, she and her mother are forced to leave their village and seek refuge with the father’s brother, only to be treated like servants. But this girl is a talented rug weaver and her uncle a dealer in rugs. He teaches her about design and color before he forces her into a temporary form or marriage, renewable at three month intervals. The world of medieval Persia comes alive with its markets and domes, even as the girl and her mother are cast out on their own when the girl refuses to renew the marriage. They survive only by the girl’s determination in a cruel world until she uses her talent and wits to win them a place in that world.

The Middle Place, Kelly Corrigan, Hyperion, 2008, hardcover, 262 pp. This memoir about cancer is funny and poignant. When Kelly finds out she has breast cancer at thirty-six, she had a great marriage and a couple of kids, with plans for more. But even as a happy adult, Kelly still saw herself as the charming George “Green Man” Corrigan’s daughter. Kelly lives in what she calls the “middle place,” a sliver of time where childhood and parenthood overlap. But her battle with breast cancer is upstaged when her dad learns that he has late-stage cancer of the bladder, pushing Kelly finally into full independence. Kelly has inherited her Irish father’s gift for storytelling, and her tender, witty account keeps the reader engrossed to the end.

Dorothy: The Memoirs of a Nurse, Dorothy Moriarty, Corgi Books, 1981, paperback, 187 pp. This account of how a Victorian young woman becomes a nurse and world traveler is well written and engaging, easily capturing the age in which she lived. As one might expect, it almost ended with her marriage and a happy-ever-after bliss, but in her “Afterword,” which she wrote in her hundredth year, we learn that her husband became an alcoholic before he died, and she had been forced back into nursing. Still, after his death, she did meet the man of her dreams, and we can only hope, lived out her life happily after all.

Rattle: Poetry of the 21st Century, Winter 2008, 190 pp. This is my new favorite journal. I marked many of the poems to re-read and enjoyed very much the interviews with Pinsky and Thretheway. The section dedicated to Cowboy Poets was less to my liking, but I admire Green for giving space to a big movement in poetry, one that is more traditional.

The Letters, Luanne Rice and Joseph Monninger, Bantam Books, 2008, hardcover, 199 pp. I normally don’t like epistolary novels or collaborations, but this one works, and having it in two distinct voices and writing styles makes it better. Sam and Hadley West, in trying to survive the loss of their only son, go in separate directions. Sam undertakes a trek through the Alaskan wilderness to reach the site where the plane on which his son was a passenger crashed. Hadley rents a house on a desolate stretch of the Maine coast. Through a series of letters that bear the hallmark of emotional honesty, the two come to grips with their son’s death and the breach in their relationship. There’s a surprising and rewarding upping of the ante with unexpected tension at the end.

Soul Catcher, Michael White, Harper Perinneal, 2007, paperback, 418 pp. This pre-Civil War novel, Augustus Cain reluctantly makes his living returning runaway slaves. He’s out of money and about to lose his horse, so he takes on one last job—a trek from Virginia to Boston to bring back Rosetta for her master. People of his ilk are not welcomed in the North, and many bloody encounters occur on the journey. Cain is revealed as fully human and Rosetta a fully-fleshed woman in the surprise ending.
Poetry, December 2008, 85 pp. My favorite poem s were Roger Reeves’s “The Mare of Money” and the strange “Cymothoa Exigua. ‘ Angela Mlinko also wrote engagingly in  “Securitization”about the current mortgage crisis. I took issue, however, with Michael Robbins’s scathing review of Ruth Stone’s What Love Comes To: New and Selected Poems, by saying: “Here is the three hundred and fifty page distillation of a life’s work, much of it of no particular distinction.” What a literary snob!
BOOKS I BEGAN BUT ABANDONED.

Yellow Stars and Ice, Susan Stewart, Princeton University Press, 1981, paperback, 79 pp. I read enough of these poems to be impressed by the poet’s facility with images and metaphor, but perplexed by her bringing them to meaning.

Home; Marilynne Robinson; Farrar, Straus and Giroux; 2008, hardcover, 325 pp. I don’t understand why this author is so popular. This novel, a traditional adult-child-returns-to-the-family-home completely lacks immediacy. In the 22 pages that read, it was all “tell, don’t show.” If I hadn’t been on a machine at the gym, I would have gone to sleep.

Comfort: A Journey through Grief, Ann Hood, WW Norton & Co, 2008, 186 pp. This account of Hood’s grief following the death of her three-year-old Grace in 2002 is very well-written. It chronicles her immobilization in the months following her daughter’s death, but was either too one-note or too grueling for me. I had just heard an almost identical account by another novelist at a conference, so there were no surprises. I read 52 pages.

When Katie Wakes: A Memoir, Connie May Fowler, Doubleday, 2002, hardcover, 271 pp. I read to page 67 of this horrific account of an abused woman before giving up. It was too unrelenting and did not have any diversionary side-story to relieve the grimness. I trusted that she had gotten out from under the monster she lived with because she wrote the memoir. That was enough for me.
I Should be Extremely Happy in Your Company, Brian Hall, Penquin Books, 2003, hardcover, 411 pp. I read 123 pp. of this account of Lewis and Clark’s expedition. The amount of detail, including their preparations and acquisitions of supplies, not to mention the errands Mr. J., aka President Jefferson, send them on, such as finding him a saddle covered in tiger skin, eventually bogged me down. The writing is lovely, and the book is well-researched, but I couldn’t muster the interest to finish it.
Devisadero, Michael Ondaatje, Alfred A. Knopf, 2007, hardcover, 273 pp. In northern California during the 1970s, a father and his teenage girls work their farm with the help of Coop, a young man who later abandons them to become a gambling man. I enjoyed the opening and its story of the farm family, but when Coop arrives at a casino and begins to gamble, I gave up after five pages, for a total of 45 read. Detailed descriptions of card games and hands played held no interest for me, and when I flipped ahead, there seemed only to be more of the same.

A Free Life, Ha Jin, Random House, 2007, hardcover, 659 pp. I read until page 338 of this hypnotically simple novel about a Chinese man’s dual journey toward assimilation and success as a poet. The writing is without nuance, and the chapters are very short, carrying the reader along in this emigrant’s struggle to make a living, his developing marriage to a woman he doesn’t love, and his relationship with his young son. The poems in the last twenty-seven pages, supposedly written by the main character, are just as simply written, yet touching.

The Reserve, Russell Banks, HarperCollins, 2008, hardcover, 287 pp. This novel is set just before the Second World War begins. It’s the story of Jordan, an artist who lives near the compound of very wealthy New Yorkers at a resort called Second Lake. When Jordan visits a Dr. Cole to view his collection of a rival artist, Jordan meets Vanessa Cole, the thrice-divorced adopted daughter of his host. I’m afraid that the use of language was so dated—dense, descriptive paragraphs—that I gave it up after page 54.
The Italian Lover, Robert Hellenga, Little Brown & Co., 2007, hardcover, 340 pp. I read to page 130 in this agreeable, but not compelling, novel until something more exciting came along. Margot, an American living in Italy is drawn into the production of her life based on a book of twenty-five years earlier. I met Margot; Miranda, the woman chosen to play Margot in the movie; Ester, the producer; and Woody, Margot’s lover, all well-drawn characters, but fairly predictable. The setting, Florence, held the greatest allure for me.
Trading Up, Candace Bushnell, Hyperion Books, 2003, paperback, 504 pp. I stopped reading this “Sex in the City” page turner at 232. The novel follows Janey, a Victoria Secrets model, in her quest for money, a place in New York society, and good sex. She’s a little too clever to be a bimbo, but not smart enough to see past her pretty nose. I was beginning to be disgusted when I quit, both with Janey and myself for reading about her.
Diary of a Bad Year, J.M. Coetzee, Viking, hardcover, 228 pp. I slogged through 38 pages of this “brilliant” novel by the eminent writer before giving up. It’s one-third ramblings on the state of the world, one-third lascivious musings by an aging writer, and one-third thoughts in the voice of the object of his affection, with none of the three threads well-developed.

Love the One You’re With, Emily Giffin, St. Martin’s Press, 2008, hardback, 341 pp. I picked up this NYT bestseller after seeing many a young woman carrying around. I can’t figure who the readers for this genre are—still romantic thirty-somethings who are hitting the ten year mark of marriage? When Ellen, who had been married exactly 100 days, sees her old flame in the street, long-dormant emotions emerge. Ellen begins to wonder if her perfect marriage is really so perfect after all. I could only read to page 33, happily stopping after Ellen reveals that she has only kissed nine guys in her life, something I’d accomplished by age 13. What kind of world does she live in? And who would sympathetically read her story?

Life in the Balance, A Physician’s Memoir of Life, Love, and Loss with Parkinson’s Disease and Dementia; Thomas Graboys, M.D. with Peter Zheurlin, Union Square Press; 2008; hardcover, Agent—Joelle Delbourgo; 188 pp. I started this memoir with the thought of using it as a comparable for Gutshot, and I may yet. 

My Lobotomy: A Memoir, Howard Dully and Charles Fleming, Crown Publishers, 2007, hardcover, 272 pp. I couldn’t resist this book because of the title. The book can easily be divided into two parts: the abuse Dully suffered as a child from his step-mother, including her efforts to rid the household of him; and Dr. Walter Mendel and what he hath wrought. While the biographical section on Dully’s emotional abuse is chillingly believable, the factual information about Mendel, including notes from Dully’s chart, stretches credulity. The description of Dully’s lobotomy at Mendel’s hands is horrible to read, despite the boy’s resulting memory loss. Mendel’s notes extend for a period after the boys’ recovery, including the later unsociable behavior that causes his father to try to foist his son off onto public care via the Santa Clara County Juvenile court. Unfortunately, Dully’s voice loses its force post-op, and the book drones on another 150 pages after I quit at p. 127.

The Overlook, Michael Connelly; Little, Brown & Co.; 2006, hardcover, 312 pp. This large print book was one of a few at the library post-cataract surgery. It’s a dull police procedural featuring yet again Harry Bosch, this time with terrorist overtones. I stopped at page 118. At least it kept me company during a wide-awake spell at three am.

Family Tree, Barbara Delinsky, Doubleday, 2007, hardcover, 486 pp. When Dana, who married into a WASPy New England family, gives birth to a baby with dark skin and curly hair, all hell breaks loose. The characterizations were so lacking subtlety that it might as well be a graphic novel. But, desperate for reading matter after eye surgery, I read till page 138 in this large print bore. 

The Worst Think I’ve Done, A Touchstone Book/Simon & Schuster, 2007, hardcover, 260 pp. This novel is very engaging in the opening chapters. It’s just after Annie’s husband Mason has committed suicide and his sarcastic voice intrudes into her reverie, as she thinks about their marriage and their best friend, Jake. It’s when she goes into the back story that I lost interest. The story question seemed to be: what happens when a married couple and their friend encounter inevitable sexual tension—between the wife and the friend, but I wasn’t willing to stay with it past page 52.

The Uncommon Reader; Alan Bennett, Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux; 2007, hardcover, 120 pp. This amusing novella is based on the premise that the Queen—obviously Elizabeth of England—is a virgin reader (for pleasure) when introduced to books by one of her servants. How she becomes consumed with reading and offends heads of state with her preoccupation show are only a few of the inside looks into royal life Bennett describes. But, alas, the premise was too thin to keep me for more than 79 pages.
Circling My Mother, a Memoir; Mary Gordan; Pantheon Books; 2007; hardcover, 254 pp. Gordon begins this account with her mother’s death at 94. She had lived a life colored by immigration, world war, the Great Depression, and polio, while in her later years she suffered the ravages of alcoholism and dementia. Gordon writes about her mother Anna in all of these guises, using her exceptional talent for detail and scene. But due to my crass craving for a narrative pull, I didn’t get beyond page 50.

Puccini’s Ghosts, Morag Joss, Delta Trade Paperbacks, 2005, paperback, 367 pp. This novel takes place in a Scottish seaside town devoid of culture. Lila, who lives in the shadow of her parents’ embittered marriage, is rescued from her family when her flamboyant Uncle George shows up and decides to put on a civic production of Turnadot. Lila has inherited her mother’s singing voice and stands to play a key role in the opera while adult mechanizations roil in the air about her. While Joss writes well, the plot development was a little too slow to maintain my interest. I read to page 176.

Steering by Starlight: Find Your Right Life No Matter What!, Martha Beck, Macmillan, 2008, hardcover, 232 pp. After hearing the enormously engaging Beck speak in Atlanta, I was interested to read her book. Beck, a life coach, demonstrates her methods to connect her clients with their authentic hopes and needs by offering new ways to solve the problems that afflict all of us. Beck’s writing is as witty and clever as her speaking voice, but in the end I found the exercises a bit repetitious and boring. I read to page 75.

The Abstinence Teacher, Tom Perrotta, St. Martin’s, 2007, hardback, 358 pp. This novel has a premise that promises to intrigue: Ruth, a liberal minded sex-ed teache, goes up against Tim, a born-again ex-stoner and member of the Tabernacle, whose leaders don’t approve of her style of teaching. It’s well written, and I might have finished it had I had more time before leaving town. I read to page 120.
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