 2009 READING LIST
Lady’s Maid, Margaret Forster, Ballentine Books, 1990, paperback, 538 pages. I read every word of this exquisite historical novel that paints a vivid picture of not only Elizabeth Barrett Browning and her maid, Lily Wilson, but also the times in which they lived, an era which was not kind to those who had no inheritance. One comes away from this well-researched fiction with a clear picture of Browning as a spoiled and demanding consumptive and Wilson as self-defeating in her devotion to her often rejecting mistress. It made me very glad to be living in this century.
78 Reasons Why Your Book May Never be Published & 14 Reasons Why It Just Might, Pat Walsh, Penguin Books, 2005, Agent—Amy Rennert, paperback, 192 pp. This pithy little how-not-to book by an editor at MacAdam/Cage is to the point and often leavened with humor. He sets down clearly the does and don’t of writing a book, getting an agent, and how to negotiate the writer-agent-publisher waters. I read it quickly, making notes as I went.

Poetry, January 2009, 76 pp. This issue is a mixed bag. It started off great with a poem by Kim Addonizio, another by Peter Munro, a fisheries scientist in Alaska, along with others. But Daisey Fried’s pedantic review of Sarah Lindsey’s Twigs and Knucklebones, with her saying that “...her compulsion to write exactly what she doesn’t know removes her poetry from the tired confessional anecdotalism of so much narrative poetry,” left me cold. As usual, the letters to the editors hit sore-needed points, as did one by Michael Hudson when he says, “...all that really matters, are a few poems, or even a few moments in a few poems.” But the best was a letter from a lady in Treemont Retirement Community who says that her poetry study group “...cannot make head or tail of your selected poems,” and, “We...are dismayed to think that this magazine represents the best of modern poetry.” Amen.
Blacklight Blue, Peter May, Poison Pen Press, 2008, hardcover, 314 pp. Here’s one I should have abandoned, simply because the mystery isn’t my favorite genre, and this one was too improbable. When a Scottish forensic scientist’s daughter is targeted by a killer, he begins to track a professional murderer, even as the attacks, ultimately to kill him. It continues to a fairly predictable end. 

The Missouri Review, Volume 31, Number 3, 190 pp. I found some very engaging work in this journal. Jillian Wiese’s poems, like “I Once Thought I Was Going to Die in the Desert Without Knowing Who I Was” are evocative and energetic, and Jennifer Richter’s prose poems that come out of her work with recovering addicts are very moving. The essay about gambling was both fascinating and chilling. I also liked very much a short story by Maury Feinsilber. I wasn’t too keen, however, on the reviews of books in academe. 
Train to Trieste, Dominica Radulescu, Alfred A. Knopf, 2008, agent—Jodie Rhodes, hardcover, 295 pp. This obviously biographical novel got better as it went along. When Mona, a 17-year-old falls in love with Mihai, she can think of nothing else, that is until the secret police begin to follow her. Life under the dictator Ceausecu becomes so difficult that she finally abandons Mihai and flees first to Italy, then Chicago as a political refugee. Her life in American works out so seamlessly—instant job, friends, apartment, college enrollment—that it strains credulity. I had difficulty identifying the “story question” in the latter part of the book, but it all came together with a fairy-tale ending. The cultural milieu made the novel interesting. 

The Best American Poetry 2008, Guest Editor Charles Wright, Scribner Poetry, 2008, paperback, 197 pp. My taste in poems must agree with Mr. Wright’s because I found some terrific work in this collection. I even liked the one by Jorie Graham! My all-time favorite of the bunch is one by C. Dale Young called “Sepsis,” the litany of guilt by a young doctor who forgets to write a vital order. An interesting aspect of this series is that in the credits, the poets tell how they came to write a particular poem.

Becoming the Villainess, Jennine Hall Gailey, Steel Toe Books, 2006, paperback, 82 pp. I liked the poems in the beginning of this collection much more than those in the last half. Though she had some very nice poems, the device of using figures in Greek mythology and female superheroes wore thin.

Brother, I’m Dying, Edwidge Danticat, Alfred A Knopff, 2007, hardcover, 269 pp. This memoir bills itself as the story of the author’s father and his terminal illness. But that turns out to be incidental to the story of her life as a child in Haiti, living with an adored uncle. Mostly it is an intimate look at the historical violence that has plagued the country, something about which I knew little. The tragedy of her uncle’s death at the hands of the Immigration authorities only added poignancy. Yet I thought, as reminded by a recent article in the AWP Chronicle, that Danticat must be the ethnicity of the month, as declared by the publishing industry.
My Dreams Out in the Street, Kim Addonizio, Simon & Schuster, 2007, agent—Rob McQuilkin, hardcover, 256 pp. This novel was as difficult to read as it was compelling. It’s the story of the Rita and Jimmy, about whom Addonizio’s wonderful book of poetry is written. Rita has been abandoned by her husband Jimmy and finds herself on the streets, trying to get from one hour to the next. When she witnesses two men disposing of a body, her life becomes even more difficult, because one of the men has vowed to kill her. She becomes involved with Gary, a married detective, even as she is used and abused by many men again and again. The most touching part of the story is the enduring love Jimmy and Rita have for each other.
Celia Garth, Gwen Bristow, Chicago Review Press, 1959, paperback, 406 pp. I read this fifty-year-old historical saga—think Gone with the Wind with a less selfish heroine—because I didn’t know anything about what happened in the Revolutionary War in 1780-1782. It was a pleasant read, with plenty of romance and excitement, and I learned a bit of history.
Poetry, March 2009, 65 pp. I had to struggle to find anything pleasurable in this issue. Instead of marking the poems I liked for a return visit, I only marked the ones that pleased me the least, and there were several—Harry Clifton, for instance. I did find a quiet, pleasing poem by Michael Chitwood, with whom I studied in NC long ago. The long essay by Fanny Howe on God and the meaning of life was especially tedious.

Alias Grace, Margaret Atwood, Nan A. Talese, 1996, Agents—Phoebe Larmore & Vivienne Schuster, hardcover, 465 pp. This novel is the third written about the Kinnear murders in Canada in 1853. It’s the kind I like best, heavily researched. It’s mainly told by a second party, a doctor who interviews Grace in the insane asylum over a long period of time, trying to get to the truth of the murders. Was she an active participant or was her co-conspirator acting alone? In the unfolding of the story, Atwood mines the often convoluted relationships between men and women, and between the monied and the working class.

Scarred Hearts, Max Blecher, translation from Romanian—Old Street Publishing Limited, 2008, first published in 1937, hardcover, 227 pp. This novel is called “a twentieth-century classic of European literature, and I can see why. It’s the story of Emmanuel, a young man who finds himself in a sanatorium with an abscess growing in his abdomen from tuberculosis of the spine. The book brings to life a cast of characters among the patients in this grim place and the experience of being in a full body cast for months on end. Emmanuel’s despair and struggles seem very real and somehow modern.

Heart’s Needle, W.D. Snodgrass, Alfred A Knopf, 1980, hardcover, 62 pp. I ordered this volume of poems from a Pulitzer Prize winner when I read about Snodgrass’s death. They are often about WWII experiences and often in odd rhyme schemes. These poems seem old-fashioned, but moving.
Beg No Pardon, Lynne Thompson, Perugia Press, 2007, paperback, 67 pp. I enjoyed these poems about a woman who hails from Caribbean ancestors. They move from precise reflections on childhood to the rights of passage of a young adult to the self-knowledge that follows a life richly lived. 

Bellevue Literary Review, Vol.9, No. 1, featuring the 2009 BLR Prize Winners, 156 pp. I read every page of this wonderful journal. The prose—fiction and essays—was all good, as was the poetry, especially the winning poem about Prednisone.
A Final Arc of Sky: A Memoir of Critical Care, Jennifer Culkin, Beacon Press, 2009, hardcover, 238 pp. I read this memoir of a flight nurse straight through, because I liked her writing and her honesty, but not because of the story arc. The book is divided into the following sections: her role as a flight nurse, her mother’s decline and death, her father’s decline and death, her battle with MS, and an account of a downed helicopter and the victims who were her colleague—how they mourned. Culkin is a gutsy and competent nurse, one I’d like to meet.
Poetry, The Translation Issue, April 2009, 86 pp. This is an odd collection of translations by virtue of the fact that they come from all eras of history. Each poem is accompanied by notes from the translator, lending each far more interesting when viewed in a cultural perspective. I finally figured out that it was more rewarding to read the notes before the poem, so that the meaning was more accessible. I particularly liked one translated from old Irish in the voice of a Chinese-foot-binding mother and another from a member of the lxan tribe in the Cape Colony, in a language that is quickly becoming extinct. As usual, I found the editor’s notes pedantic, as were some of the readers’ letters. The saving grace is always one letter grounded in something more solid than the intellectual ether.

Foe, J.M. Coetzee, Penquin Books, 1897, paperback, 157 pp. This novel begins in 1720 when writer Daniel Foe is approached by Susan Barton, who had been a castaway on a desert island with Cruso, her companion and sometime lover. Back in England with Friday, a tongueless and mute native, her story is narrated by Foe and shaped into coherent stories, which, by Susan’s own account are not that exciting. The historical perspective, however, held my interest.
Third Coast, Spring 2009, put out by Western Michigan University, 191 pp. I had entered an essay contest and for that reason received this wonderful journal. The essays and short stories, especially the winning essay, set a very high water mark for writing. Oddly enough, I didn’t like any of the poems, as they seemed exercises in defying any concrete meaning—my least favorite kind of writing. 

Our Story Begins: New and Selected Stories, Tobias Wolff, Alfred A Knoff, 2008, hardcover, 379 pp. Since I almost always opt for a novel over short stories, it’s a tribute to Wolff’s fine writing that I read this collection. His wonderful, immediate story-telling made me marvel with the vast array of characters he portrays, all springing to life.

Testimony, Anita Shreve, Little, Brown & Co., 2008, agent—Jennifer Rudolph-Walsh, 307 pp. This is my last Shreve novel. I think I said that with the last one, but I really mean it. The set-up is all in this plot, with the affair of the head master in a private school and his affair with one of the student’s mothers. Shreve does a masterful job in integrating the varied voices of the characters and streaming the fallout, as the damage to the lives of all the peripheral characters develops. I stayed with it to the end, but with my teeth gritted against the dark ending that was coming.
The Music Teacher, Barbara Hall, Chapel Hill Books of Algonquin, 2009, agent—Cynthia Manson, hardcover, 292 pp. I enjoyed this quiet novel very much. It is told in the first person by Pearl, a forty-year-old divorcé, who works in a music store among people like herself, people to whom music looms as their motivation for living. This quartet of clerks have many argument about instruments, artists, and the meaning of music, but the real story is Pearl’s bleak life and her loneliness. When Hallie, a gifted violin student, begins lessons with her, Pearl becomes overly involved with the girl and eventually destroys their relationship. She almost does the same thing with Clive, a twenty-eight-year-old co-worker with whom she begins an affair. But it isn’t the story that kept my interest; it was the way she talked about music and her relationship to it, something more intense than anything I have ever had writing.  

Ararat, Louise Glück, The Echo Press, 1990, paperback, 68 pp. As usual with Glück’s work, it takes a while for the power in her quiet poems to sneak up on the reader. These poems about her mother, father, and sister and their family dynamics are very moving. I think my favorite lines were about her younger sister: “I was the firstborn. /Believe me, you never heal, /you never forget the ache in your side, /the place where something was taken away/ to make another person.”

Poetry, May 2009, 78 pp. Of this issue’s featured poets, Ilya Kaminski and Hanoch Levin works were most moving. Kaminski’s poems of chaos on the Odessa of his childhood set a scene and time of which I had never read, especially in such an immediate way. The Israeli Levin’s “Lives of the Dead: An Epic” is a long poem in chapters. His mordant humor and original perspective about how it must feel to be dead made him understandably popular. As usual, the letters to the editor vary from extreme pedantry to positive words. I especially like the writer who called to task a recent reviewer who wrote only to preen in his words and egoism. “Distain is easy. Negative reviews are chickenfeed.” My sentiments exactly.
The Hospital Poems, Jim Ferris, Winner of the 2004 Main Street Rag Poetry Award, paperback, 55 pp. These poems about a child born with disabilities that require surgery after surgery are wonderful in their simplicity and dynamic in their impact. I read them in one sitting, unwilling to put it down.

The Body Broken: A Memoir, Lynne Greenberg, Random House, 2009, hardcover, 204 pages. This memoir of chronic pain is well written, but grueling to read. I finished it only because I wanted to see how such a depressing account could land a big publishing house. Twenty years after Greenberg survives an injured neck in a car crash, unrelenting neck pain descends, crushing her well-ordered life as a tenured professor, wife, and mother of two children. Greenberg tries to navigate the medical system and becomes more and more dependent on drugs until she sinks in to her own solipsistic world of crying jags, alienating all but her most loved ones. (Her husband must be the saint of all saints.) She finally has an inpatient treatment that gives her some tools to help her rise from her bed, but not before the reader is sick of her. The best part of the book is her love of poetry and how she frames the chapters around poems. The worst part is how she comes across as spoiled and immature, reminding of her opposite, a young woman I knew at the gym who had similar pain, but regularly came to spin class and who suffered without turning her back on the world.
Clean Cut, Lynda LaPlante, A Touchstone Book/Simon & Schuster, 2008, hardcover, 416 pp. This police drama was interesting because of its setting in London and all of the social problems that it highlighted. As usual, I found the first half of the book most engaging—establishing the characters and the crime, but found myself scanning the last. But the ending had a nice payoff and hook for a sequel.

The Zookeepers Wife, Diane Ackerman, W.W. Norton & Co., 2007, paperback, 323 pp. When I met Diane at a Creative Nonfiction conference years ago, I didn’t quite know what to think of her treatises on nature; I just knew it wasn’t the kind of nonfiction writing I wanted to do. But she does a great job with this odd blend of biography and well-researched historical setting. It’s the beginning of the war in Warsaw, and the Polish zookeepers Jan and Antonia take into their house and empty animal cages Jewish refugees. Through the war, they exhibit unwavering bravery and manage to save over three hundred people. The author embellishes the already compelling tale, with sociologic descriptions:  “In 1943 in Warsaw, at the market Antonia would have seen….” I found these asides interesting, but they tended to interrupt the flow of the story, leaking away some of the inherent tension.

Loving Frank, Nancy Horan, Ballantine Books, 2007, agent—Lisa Bankoff, paperback, 365 pp. I seldom read a book as intelligent and absorbing at this novel about Frank Lloyd Wright and Mamah Borthwick’s affair. The time is 1907, four years after Wright built a house for Mamah and her husband Edwin. Mamah, the mother of two and an intellectual, is miserable in the boring marriage and longs for freedom, something Frank encourages. Their affair takes them to Europe, where both pine for their children and suffer a scathing  media attack back home, the clippings sent by well-meaning relatives. Horan does a wonderful job of limning Wright’s colossal egoism and genius while defining the role of a woman in American society 100 years ago. I was never bored or knew for a moment what would happen next, even after the couple return to Wisconsin to build a house and Frank’s whims plunge them into debt.
Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell; Little, Brown & Co.; 2008; hardback, 285 pp. This book has been on the best seller list for months, yet I was surprised at how much I enjoyed it. In it Gladwell looks at the many variable factors that contribute to the success of people like Bill Gates—opportunities, birth date and historical time, and cultural imperatives. But it was the quote by a Chinese rice farmer that spoke to me the loudest: “No one who can rise before dawn three hundred sixty days a year fails to make his family rich.” 

Poetry, June 2009, 70 pp. As usual, this issue is a mixed bag. There were a greater number than usual of rhyming poems—the best by Timothy Murphy and Rae Armantrout—and they were so well executed that I read each several times. For once, nothing was sacrificed to achieve the end result, and the poems would have each stood alone without the rhyme. The poem I liked best was A. E. Stallings’s “The Mother’s Loathing of Balloons.” While it seemed a superficial treatise on the title subject, I saw it as a wonderful metaphor for losing one’s children as they became adult. I hated the ponderous, pedantic essays at the end.

The Commoner, John Burnham Schwartz, 2008, Vintage Contemporaries, agent—Binkie Urban, paperback, 351 pp. In 1959, a young Japanese woman does the unthinkable: she marries the Crown Prince of Japan and becomes the first nonaristocrat to enter the monarchy. She is controlled at every turn, and finally suffers a nervous breakdown after fulfilling her role by giving birth to a son. Thirty years later, now the Empress herself, she convinces another commoner to marry her son with tragic consequences. I was completely taken by this novel and its view into a world I never knew existed. It rang so true, that I wonder if it wasn’t based on a real monarch.
Black Water Rising, Anne B. Jones, Indigo Publishing, 2008, paperback, 243 pp. I bought this novel, a police procedural, to support my friend Anne, never expecting to read it, yet I found it very engaging. She has the genre down pat—the beautiful, brilliant yet troubled police profiler works closely with the handsome detective to corner a serial murderer. The language throughout sounds very like Anne speaking, and, like real-life conversation, it could have stood some closer editing, but having had my own experience with Indigo, I know that their standards could be higher.

Unmentionables, Beth Ann Fennelly,W.W. Norton & Co., 2009, hardcover, 126 pp. This volume of poems is especially interesting in that it contains humor, insight, and varied styles of writing. The first section is accessible and experience-based, while the next has delicately wrought poems about the impressionist artist Berthe Morisot. Her Kudzu Chronicles are funny in a way only a Southerner could fully appreciate. I enjoyed the last two more abstract sections less; while they demonstrated Fennelly’s range, they did not have the immediacy of the others.
What Happy People Know: How the New Science of Happiness Can Change Your Life for the Better, by Dan Baker, PhD. And Cameron Stauth, 2008, St. Martin’s Press, 255 pp. This book covers basic brain anatomy, stressing how the brain is ruled by fear, emanating from the amygdala, the primitive part that is hard-wired for survival. Though Baker covers much-trod ground, he relates his theories of how to overcome fear and embrace happiness in a very engaging way, using stories of patients to illustrate his points. I found myself drawn into to the book and feeling stronger for being reminded by his thoughts on love as appreciation and our power to choose to empower us. 

My Stroke of Insight; A Brain Surgeon’s Personal Journal, Jill Bolte Taylor, PhD., Viking, hardback, 177 pp. When Bolte, a 37-year-old neuroscientist, experienced a massive stroke, she observed her own mind completely deteriorate until she could not walk, talk, read, write, or recall her life. During this time, she alternated between two realities—a sense of complete well-being and the logical, sequential thoughts which realized what was happening. She made careful note during her recovery of the factors that contributed to her emergence from that state and the choices she made to accomplish it. I found the book very interesting, and my only quibble was that Bolte didn’t pull the reader into whatever emotions she may have been feeling. Perhaps it was her scientist’s mind that prevented the emotional engagement. 
The Last Lecture, Randy Pausch with Jeffrey Zaslow, Hyperion, 2008, hardcover, 206 pp. When Pausch, a 47-year-old computer science professor at Carnegie Mellon learns that his pancreatic cancer has spread to his liver and he has only months to live, he decides to share his memories with his children and the world. Retiring professors often give “Last Lectures” to summarize their careers, and Pausch uses this format to disseminate his life lessons. He’s a guy I would loved to have known.

When the Music Stops: A Memoir of Healing from Sexual Abuse, Catherine McCall, Seal Press, 2009, paperback, 256 pp.  I had heard most of this book read several years ago when Cathy was in our Atlanta Zona Rosa group. She did a nice job with it, presenting her story in a clear, linear fashion. The shock factor of her abusive father had lessened with the hearing, but I thought her writing was well executed. It’s a tough subject, and she looked at it unflinchingly.

New York Quarterly 65, 196 pp. What a wonderful eclectic collection of poems! I marked many to revisit. There are new and famous poets represented, as well as a wonderful essay by Melanie Lynn Moro-Huber called “The Present state of American Poetry.” I’m very glad I saw the ad in P&W and re-subscribed after all these years.

The Heart’s Truth: Essays on the Art of Nursing, Cortney Davis, Kent State University Press, 2009, paperback, 98 pp. Each of these essays is so touching that I parceled them out very slowly, so as not to run out too soon. Cortney covers many aspects of being a nurse, from the perspective of being a new nurse who wonders if her mistake took a life to those of an experienced nurse who helps a patient shed her shame and emotional pain. She writes with power and honesty, with careful observation and the sensitivity of a poet, making each of these essays a moving experience.

Body Language: First of All, Do No Harm, Constance Studer, Purdue University Press, 2009, paperback, 116 pp. This slim volume moved me so much that I it studded with post-its, marking many underlined passages. In many ways Studer’s life story parallels mine—her father’s lobotomy for depression and the lobotomy my mother was saved from by Grandmother, her life as a nurse and a young mother, her passion for writing, and later her autoimmune diagnoses, which debilitated her. While Studer uses her family’s story to illustrate larger ethical medical dilemmas, she doesn’t stray far from her own. I felt as if I had met an old friend.

Mothering Mother: A Daughter’s Humorous and Heartbreaking Memoir, Carol O’Dell, Kunati Books, 2007, agent—Lantz (?), hardcover, 192 pp. I’ve known Carol through Zona Rosa from the time she first took her mother into her home, but I never knew the price she had paid for that act of kindness. When Carol took her adopted mother in to live with her husband and three children, she had no idea the damage that Parkinson and Alzheimer’s could wreak. Carol tells this blow by blow story with unflinching honesty and in so doing reveals herself as a wonderful, caring person who never completely loses sight of the woman her mother once had been.
The Cracker Queen: A Memoir of a Jagged, Joyful Life, Lauretta Hannon, Gotham Books, 2009, agent—Joanne Wyckoff, hardcover, 225 pp. As with any book when you know the author personally, I heard Lauretta’s voice and laugh throughout this memoir. She tells that story of her drunk and disorderly parents—years of booze, nervous breakdowns, and infidelities—with humor and love. Her portrayal of her parents and her husband ring with honesty and loyalty. Through her life story, Lauretta has immortalized the South in a new and wonderful way.
The Situation and Story; Vivian Gornick,; Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux; 2001; hardcover; 165 pp. This analysis of narrative writing comes out of fifteen years of teaching in MFA programs.  Through a number of examples, Gornick shows how the narrator pulls the raw material of a life’s tale to shape a memoir or personal essay. She contends that the only way to teach writing is to teach reading: how to recognize the truth when we see it in the writing of others and our own. The bulk of the book is taken up in the examples, which were not as stimulating as I might have liked. The conclusion contains the meat of the book in one paragraph: But the memoir is neither testament nor fable nor analytic transcription. A memoir is a work of sustained narrative prose controlled by an idea of the self under obligation to lift from the raw material of life a tale that will shape experience, transform event, deliver wisdom….What happened to the writer is not what matters: what matters is the large sense that the writer is able to make of what happened….As V..S. Pritchett said, “It’s all in the art. You get not credit for living.”

Prayer to a Purple God, Constance Studer, Mellen Poetry Press, 1996, paperback, 60 pp. This volume of poetry is clearly a predecessor to Studer’s memoir, Body Language. While I enjoyed the poems, mostly written from the experiential view of a patient, I found the memoir much more moving.

The Poet’s Companion: A Guide to the Pleasures of Writing Poetry, WW Norton & Co., Kim Addonizio and Dorianne Laux, 1997, paperback, 271 pp. I’ll come back to this excellent book on writing poetry. It is filled with chapters on subjects for poems, craft, and writing exercises, not to mention the wonderful resources listed at the end.
Elegies for the Water, Philip Lee Williams, Mercer University Press, 2009, hardcover, 103 pp. I met Philip at UGA at the Harriette Austin Writers’ Conference and find his poems very like the man—quiet, accomplished, and well spoken.
Augusta Gone: A True Story, Martha Tod Dodman, Perinneal Books, 2001, paperback, 254 pp. This memoir is about a 15 year-old girl who is on the road to ruin even as her mother would do anything to save her. The writing is so immediate and clear that I found it a chore to continue at times—too excruciating. That Dodman had been just as difficult a teenager somehow doesn’t figure into her thinking when it comes to her own daughter. 
Poetry: September 2009, 84 pp. This issue had far too little poetry and way too much opinion. I liked Belle Randall’s poems set in rhyming iambic pentameter best because the form seemed so organic to the text. Don Patterson used the same form, but I liked the chills “The Lie” gave me—much like a gory thriller I’m currently reading.
Endpoint, John Updike, Alfred A. Knopf, 2009, hardcover, 97 pp. This collection is such a mixed bag that it’s almost unsettling. The opening section is almost a diary of his life and thoughts after he finds out that he is dying. It is followed by a group of sonnets, and ends with “light verse.” While Updike’s poems are casual, conversational, and lightly nuanced, he maintains and almost invisible tight control. For instance, the opening poems are all set in blank iambic pentameter. The most moving poem was “My Mother at her Desk,” which recalled my own mother, with “She studied How To, diagrammed Great Plots.”
It Is Daylight: Yale Younger Poets Series, forward by Louise Gluck, Arda Collins, 2009, paperback, 93 pp. Collins’ stream-of-consciousness poems range somewhere between captivating in their fluid, unexpected associations, to evoking a “What the hell?” reaction. They often went off in such strange directions that I questioned the sense or purpose. Still, I admired her venture into the unknown.
Rosebud: Spring 2009, 134 pp. I received this issue because I had submitted an essay for the X.J. Kennedy Award. There were a couple of simplistic—read “bad”—poems by Alice Walker, but the fiction and essays were lively and for the most part well written.
Undone, Karin Slaughter, Delacorte Press, 2009, hardback, 438 pp. I lost my arrogant stance about mysteries when I read this, the latest of Slaughter’s novels. It is set at Grady Hospital, framed around an ER doc and ex-small-town-coroner, Sara, who finds herself drawn in the lives of GBI agents and their investigation. Maybe it was the prednisone, but I read this story of damaged humans doing police work non-stop.

Inedible, Karin Slaughter, William Morrow, 2004, hardcover, 358 pp. In this prequel to the above Undone, set in the unlikely place of Sylacauga, Slaughter sets up the emotional backdrop for her protagonist, the doctor Sara. Sara, a medical examiner, becomes involved with a murder and her estranged husband Jeffrey when a police officer is shot in the Grant County precinct office. It’s an exciting ride, with the mystery being secondary to the emotional relationships.

Women and Autoimmune Disease: The Mysterious Ways Your Body Betrays Itself, Robert G. Lahita, MS, PhD, HarperCollins, 2004, hardcover, 266 pp. I read this wonderful primer on autoimmune disease and its treatment as a library copy, but I need to own it. Despite the many notes I made, I keep going back to reread various sections. Lahita puts a face to each malady and defines its treatment. It has been a vast help to me in understanding my problems.
Strangers, Anita Brookner, Random House, 2009, hardcover, 235 pp. This novel about a lonely old man aging was more hypnotic than depressing. Brookner, with her elegant style, makes it emotionally evocative without offering false cheerfulness. When Paul meets a young Vicky, he finds himself drawn into her life, if only to meet her needs. His relationship with his one quasi-relative, the widowed wife of a cousin, is his only obligation, yet she doesn’t seem to need him. When Paul meets up with Sarah, an old love of his, he finds her as cantankerous as she had been in youth. Paul explores his options as he enters old age, and eventually finds in himself the best company—and moves to France to spend his days.

The Last Secret, Mary McGarry Morris,Shaye Areheart Books, 2009, hardcover, 274 pages. I would categorize this novel as a “dread” book. The opening sets the reader up to be tense until the last page. It opens with Nora Hammond as a teenage runaway whose violent boyfriend, Eddie, kills a stranger, and she catches a ride back home to her mother. The rest of the book shows her as a successful newspaper woman and philanthropist whose current saga begins when her husband reveals a long-term affair with her best friend. Even as her marriage unravels, an older, ex-con Eddie shows up to threaten revealing her secret, only now he says that it was she who killed the man so long ago. The tension builds almost unbearably until the final violent release. But somehow, rather than being entertained, I felt used.

Slamming the Open Door, Kathleen Sheeder Bonanno, Winner 2008 Beatrice Hawley Prize, 2009, Alice James Books, hardcover, 61 pp. These poems are stark and chilling, each with a subtle, but grabbing, twist at the end. The collection chronicles the murder of the poet’s twenty-one-year-old daughter, through her killer’s trial. The first poems were so hard to take and their impact so strong, that I had to take a break after each before reading another.

Blame; Michelle Huneven; Sarah Crichton Books/Farrar, Straus and Giroux; 2009; Agents— Scott Moyers and Sarah Chalfant; hardcover, 291 pp. What a wonderful novel! Patsy, a young history professor and alcoholic, wakes up to learn that during a blackout, she has run over and killed two people. The reader follows Sarah through her jail time—tough stuff to read—her reentry into society, romances, and later her marriage to a much older man, an icon in AA. The surprise that sets her free of her past brings the book full circle in a very satisfactory ending. This woman can write.

Shadow Boxes: Poems and Prose Poems, Karen Head, All Nations Press, 2003 paperback, 39 pp. The poems in this chapbook evoke cleanly the author’s past from the trauma of breast surgery to her family’s history.

Gorizia Notebook, Robert E. Wood, Finishing Line Press, 2009, paperback, 30 pp. In this chapbook of poems Bob both displays his skill as an observer in a foreign world and his wry wit.

Sassing, Karen Hood, WordTech Editions, 2009,  paperback, 96 pp. In these deceptively simple poems, Head lays out her childhood in the rural south. My favorite was “May Day  South, In Response to James Dickey,” perhaps because it resembles those early poems of his that I like so much. In one section, she cleverly titles each poem after a song that was popular on her birthday of that year—and makes them work.
A Changed Man, Francine Prose, Harper Perennial, 2005, paperback, 411 pp. In this novel about improbable allies—an elderly holocaust survivor and a young neo-Nazi—the writing is so facile that I plugged through to the end. When Vincent steals his cousin’s truck, money and drugs and goes to see Maslow, the leader of a human rights foundation, he is taken into the fold. In his effort to change skinhead into a useful human, Maslow sends Vincent home to live with his assistant Bonnie, a divorced woman with two boys. The book is written in several POVs—that of Bonnie, Vincent, the kids, and Maslow. My complaint with the book is that it moves too slowly, hiding behind Prose’s entertaining wit. When the action picked up in the last quarter of the novel, my interest followed.
Road Song: A Memoir, Natalie Kusz, Farrar Straux Giroux, agent—Gail Hochman, 1990, hardcover, 258 pp. This extraordinary memoir tells the story of a Polish immigrant who, on a shoestring and a prayer, takes his family to live in Alaska. It is told in the voice of Natalie, the oldest daughter, a girl whose face was half eaten away by hungry huskies during their first winter there. The family survived her injury and subsequent surgeries, as well as many financial and physical hardships, yet remained joyful and sustaining to each other through out the years. Though the story is unevenly told, choosing to close in on such events as Natalie’s horrific recovery and her mother’s heart attack, it is consistently moving—and a book I won’t soon forget.


Half Broke Horses: A True-Life Novel, Jeannette Walls, Scribner, 2009, agent—Jennifer Rudolph Walsh, hardcover, 270 pp. This memoir/novel about Lily Casey Smith, Jeannette Walls grandmother is lively and compelling. By the age of six Lily was helping her father break horses; at fifteen she left home on a pony, alone, to teach school five hundred miles away. She learned to drive a car, fly a plane, and run a ranch. She was relentlessly inventive and battled droughts, floods, and the Great Depression as Walls channels the voice of the grandmother she knew well. I was never bored a moment.
Hurry Down Sunshine, Other Press, Michael Greenberg, 2008, hardcover, 233 pp. This memoir is a chronicle of the period when author’s daughter descended into acute psychosis at age 15. While the story grinds along, Greenberg’s good writing helps the reader stay with it.
Chasing Daylight: How My Forthcoming Death Transformed My Life, Eugene O’Kelly, McGraw Hill, 2008, paperback, 202 pp. This memoir of dying—at fifty-three O’Kelly was diagnosed with brain cancer and given three months to live—is tough to read only because of the inherent subject matter. O’Kelly, a successive executive, decided to leave this world and the people he valued and loved with closure and the least possible emotional pain. He embarked on a series of “closings,” or meetings with each of the people with whom he had had any meaningful relationship. In each, he shared laughter relived and mutual memories. He immediately let go of any business responsibilities, took care of loose ends in his personal life, ate all the rich food he could, and learned to meditate. His simple rules are what we all should attempt, even without death sentences (though each person does live under one). They are to face reality, to simplify, to live in the moment, and to achieve balance. I am grateful that this man used his precious last moments to share his experience.

Taste of Cherry, Kara Candito, 2009, University of Nebraska Press, paperback, 66 pp. This poetry collection reminds me slightly of Kim Addonizio’s first, but without the plot line. The poems detail the life of a sexually adventurous young woman in NYC with great immediacy.

Still Life, Joy Fielding, Atria Books, 2009, hardcover, 369 pp. Casey is sitting on top of the world—family wealth, handsome loving husband, thriving business, and about to become pregnant—when she becomes the victim of a hit and run driver, plunging her into a coma. As weeks pass, she regains first her hearing, and later her sight. But those around her think she can’t hear as they reveal secrets—that her husband has slept with her best friend and that he hired the man to kill her. It dragged on too slowly, but the writing was slick enough that I stayed with it until the expected exciting ending.

Rattle: Poetry for the 21st Century, Winter 2009, 193 pp. I love this poetry journal above all others. The variety is stunning and representative of all types of poetry. I marked so many to return to, that I may as well start at the beginning again.

Atlanta Review: Germany, Spring/Summer 2009, 117 pp. This issue was especially interesting because of the translations of German poets (though I would have loved to have seen the originals). The voices and styles represented were very westernized, yet retained some of that old world bleakness. But the poem I liked best was in the American section, a humorous poem with the opening lines: “My present condition is due to aging,/an accident I hoped to avoid.” 

The Guernsey Literary and Potato Peel Pie Society, Mary Ann Shaffer and Annie Barrows, Dial Press Trade Paperbacks, 2009, Agent—Liza Dawson, 288 pp. This epistolary novel was written by Shaffer, but when her health failed, editorial changes were made for her by her niece, Barrows. This tale of Guernsey, one of the Channel Islands, and its inhabitants centers on the German occupation during WWII. It even goes so far as to add a kind German soldier to the well-known horror tales. While it was a little light-weight for my tastes, it is nonetheless charming.
BOOKS I ABANDONED AND WHY

Road Dogs, Elmore Leonard, William Morrow, 2009, hardcover, 262 pp. I read until page 129 of this continuation of Out of Sight and Jack Foley, the master bank robber. When his buddy Cundo pays a lawyer $30,000 to get Jack out of jail, Jack has no qualms about wooing Cundo’s woman. It held my interest until Jack and his buddy started plotting another bank job. After that it was all about the details.
Etta, Gerald Kolpan, Ballantine Books, 2009, hardcover, 314 pp. I tried to get into this novel about Etta Place, paramour of Butch Cassidy, but it never seemed new or fresh. I read to page 105, and that should have done it, but didn’t.
Misgivings: My Mother, My Father, Myself, C.K. Williams; Farrar, Strauss, & Gireaux; 2000, paperback, 170 pp. I only read to page 32 of this memoir of this prolific poet’s parents and the complexities of their relationships. The narrative is all in a flat, “telling,” style that left me uninterested in reading more.
Are You There, Vodka? It’s Me, Chelsea, Chelsea Handler, Simon Spotlight Entertainment, 2008, hardcover, 264 pp. This woman had been on the best seller list for a long time, and I waited a long time for this volume of “humorous” essays about how the author appeals to her higher power, vodka. She’s very slick and definitely has a cutsey schtick going, but I could only take 60pp.
Diary of an Exercise Addict, Peach Friedman, Globe Pequot Press, 2009, agent—Carol Mann, hardcover, 198 pp. I read to page 57 of this anorexic’s saga. I followed Peach from 146 pounds as she dropped to 100 in three months. Then it all became predictable. I trust the cover copy’s saying that she recovered and became a counselor to girls with eating problems.
The Midwife: A Memoir of Birth, Joy, and Hard Times, Jennifer Worth, Penquin Books, 2002, paperback, 319 pp. This memoir is set in a rough area of an even  rougher area of London of the 1950s, in the convent of the Midwives of St. Raymund Nonnatus. Worth begins her career there as an apprentice and recreates a world of poverty contrasted with her revered profession. She tells in charming and clinical detail stories from her early practice and spiritual awakening, but I quit after 115 pages, due to the lack of narrative pull.
Gone Tomorrow, P.F. Kluge, The Overlook Press, 2008, hardcover, 286 pp. This novel about a writer who won’t release his masterpiece is so dry that, though I read only to page 99, I never became emotionally involved with either of the main characters. The books centers around a famous novelist who goes to teach at a small Ohio college, never to produce again and his master work that he dies before publishing. When George is let go after 35 years of tenure, he soon dies in a hit-and-run accident. The story is told in his voice and that of the young man who is assigned to go through George’s papers posthumously. Neither of these characters ever achieve flesh and blood status, a disappointment from an author with eight other novels out.

Buckhead, A Place for All Time, Susan Kessler Barnard, Hillstreet Press, 2006, paperback, 205 pp. (without footnotes). This history of where I live was very interesting, but slow going. Barnard did a wonderful job of research and bringing to life my neighborhood, back to Indian times and the War of 1812. I could see that my interest was waning toward the 20th century, and fines were due. I carefully read to page 55.
 The Mercy Papers: A Memoir of Three Weeks, Robin Romm, Scribner, 2009, hardcover, “agent-editor team” Alexis Gargagliano and Maria Massie, 210 pp. If I stopped short of the end, it’s because Rosemary took it back to the Savannah library. This memoir describes in close-up detail the immediate time before her mother’s death from cancer. It’s depressing and honest report from a place none of us want to go. 

An Exact Replica of a Figment of My Imagination; Elizabeth McCracken; Little, Brown, & Co; hardcover; 184 pp. The thing I like best about this memoir is the title. Unfortunately, the emotional aftermath with a stillborn child only leaves so much to be said. I’m not unsympathetic to McCracken’s grief, but it loomed so large, so pervasive, and lasted so long, that she exhausted my empathy by page 131.

The Tsarina’s Daughter, Carrolly Erickson, St. Martin’s Press, 2008, hardcover, 324 pp. I admit that I didn’t give this imagined account of the lives of the Grand Duchess Tatiana, Tsar Nicholas II , and Tsarina Alexandra much of a chance—only 41 pages. First of all, the premise was off-putting: a rural grandmother in a western US state isn’t who she seems to be, but Tatiana, who had been saved by a young soldier as the royal family faced certain death. Secondly, the writing and story-telling style didn’t engage me. Another day, perhaps.

I See You Everywhere, Julia Glass, Pantheon Books, 2008, hardcover, 288 pp. In the novel of two sisters, Louisa is the older, the precise and careful one. Clem is the rebel, committed to her work as a wildlife biologist, but not to the men who fall for her—much to Louisa’s resentment.  The sisters grow closer as they move further apart, yet the book only held me for 75 pages. Glass does a bit too frequent switching of POV—several times per chapter, and in truth I find it difficult to be interested in a grown woman who still holds a grudge against a sister for stealing an already-two-timing boyfriend in high school.

Snuff, Joe Palahniuk, Doubleday, 2008, hardcover, 197 pp. Suffice it to say that this tale of an attempt to break the record of a prostitute having sex with the most men was as crude as a person could imagine. I had seen Fight Club and heard about his other work, but had to see for myself. Curiosity satisfied in only 20 pp.

One Fifth Avenue, Candace Bushnell, Hyperion, 2008, hardcover, 431 pp. I read forty pages of this slick and light-weight story about an apartment that comes available (due to its elderly resident’s death) and the people who want to move in. I love New York, but not 400+ pages worth.

Foxfire, Anya Seton, Houghlin Mifflin, 1950, paperback, 346 pp. When a charming, sheltered New York socialite falls in love with a part-Apache mining engineer, she follows him to the grim western town of Lodestone. I read to page 95 of this some-what dated tale of subjugated womanhood adjusting to her husband’s life before deciding to see if Netflix has it as a movie.

Every Last Cuckoo, Katharine Weber, Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2008, hardcover, 277 pp. At age seventy-five, Sarah finds her life changed forever when she finds her husband Charles injured and near-frozen in the woods. After he dies, Sarah remembers the joys and trials of a fifty-year marriage. The fly copy promises that new life will come to her when she takes in displaced people, but I reached page 91, and it was pretty predictable until then—stuff I already know from my own long marriage. 

Baring Arms, Jo-Ann Power, Thomas Dunne Books/St. Martin’s Press, 2008, hardcover, 260 pp. I read to page 80 of this breezy, predictable mystery about Carly, a Representative, whose teenage daughter is nearly arrested at a “gaming” party. When the daughter stumbles over the body of a neighbor murdered in his home, Carly finds her child threatened and her career on shaky ground. But as with most mysteries, there is no change in the main character, and the repeatedly interrupted sexual overtures of a senator-suitor grew boring.
The English Major, Jim Harrison, Grove Press, 2008, hardcover, 254 pp. I tried to become engaged in this novel about Cliff, a sixty-three-year-old whose wife has divorced him and won his farm in the settlement, but his adventures traveling state to state failed to deliver the humor or excitement the cover promised. I read to page 33.

The Late, Lamented Molly Marx, Sally Koslow, Ballentine Books, 2009, hardcover, 303 pp. Not even the prednisone jitters could make me finish this mildly entertaining novel, but I did read to page 190. It’s told in the voice of Molly, the recently dead housewife of a cosmetic surgeon, from her perch in the “Duration.” Because of her special powers, the reader is privy to the thoughts of all concerned. Molly has died under suspicious circumstances, but her husband is so sleazy, her mother-in-law so bitchy, and her best friend so nutty, that the mystery of how she died soon paled.
Labor Day, Joyce Maynard, William Morrow, 2009, hardcover, 241. Though Maynard is a facile and entertaining novelist, I only got to page 41 because the premise of the book was too improbable. When a bleeding man approaches 13 year-old Henry, his slightly loopy mother agrees to take the man home with them. Even after they soon learn that the man is an escaped criminal, they absorb him into their household. Sorry Joyce!

After You’ve Gone, Jeffrey Lent, Atlantic Monthly Press, 2009, hardcover, 247 pp. This novel promised more than it delivered. It is set in the decades around the turn of the 20th century in Nova Scotia, New York , and Amsterdam. Henry Dorn spent years building a family, but a car crash took his wife and son in a moment. The story bounces from Dorn’s childhood and skips ahead to his widower life and back again. The prose was very dense, and the time sequences hard to follow.  I gave it up at 2:00 am after reading 122 pages.

BOOKS I’M ASHAMED TO SAY THAT I’VE READ, BUT SUFFICED TO PASS THE WEE HOURS WHILE ON PREDNISONE. 

Triptych, Karin Slaughter, Dell Books, 2006, paperback, 480 pp. This crime novel is the third by this author I’ve read, and possibly the one I like best--with an entirely different set of main characters, all flawed or survivors or horrible childhoods. It follows three main characters—John, a man convicted of murder and rape, paroled from prison; Michael, a veteran detective with a secret past whose explosive temper is threatening his career; Will Trent, a dyslexic GBI agent who wears scars from early abuse. Their lives converge around a series of murders of young women.
Nothing to Lose, Lee Child, Bantam Dell, 2008, hardcover, 407 pp. This thriller about a vagrant retired military cop is possibly one of the worse pieces of writing that has ever passed before my eyes. It’s filled with choppy sentences, zero character development, and a hero who has all but super powers. I can only blame being stoned on prednisone and Ambien. And this guy has sold 13 books!

Hope to Die, Lawrence Block, William Morrow, 2001, hardcover, 320 pp. At least this author has decent writing skills. His tale of a couple killed in a home invasion and their killers who are found dead unfolded a little too slowly for me, but he builds good suspense with a shadowy, evil mastermind.

Riding Lessons, Sara Gruen, HarperCollins, 2004, paperback, 387 pp. Annemarie was once an Olympic equestrian contender until an accident destroyed her riding career—and her beloved horse. Twenty years later, she finds herself abandoned by her husband, jobless, and stuck with a shrewish teenage daughter. She returns to her parents’ horse farm because her father is dying (not that she pays him much attention) and because she wants to come to grips with her past. During the whole book, I wanted to tell Annemarie just that, “Get a grip!” I lost patience with her lack of self-awareness and self-control, as well as with her obsessive fixation with horses, something that seemed almost perverted. Yet I finished the book.

Revenant, Carolyn Haines, Mira Books, 2007, paperback, 362 pp. This mystery kept me far more engaged with its feisty, smart and damaged woman protagonist. Once an award-winning journalist, Carson knows her career is endangered, but her daughter’s death by burning in a fire meant for Carson has her in an alcohol fog. When a new story breaks, she finds a reason to stop wallowing as she follows the leads to discover a copy-cat murderer who has eluded the police. At least this character has the grace to be changed by the end of the book, a criteria for any decent novel. 
Knapp’s Last Cassette, Anne Argula, Ballantine Books, 2009, paperback, 255 pp. This mystery’s detective is Quinn, a PI in Seattle who’s been busy waving goodbye to a wandering husband and fighting hot flashes. When she’s summoned to LA by a script writer, she finds herself immersed in the story of Danny, a 15 year-old who is dying from AIDS after years of sexual and general abuse at his parents’ hands. The writer has contracted to write a screen play about Danny, who sounds almost too good to be true. Indeed no one has ever seen him, and as Quinn tracks him down, she is in for a set of surprises.
Beyond Reach, Karin Slaughter, Delacorte Press, 2007, hardcover, 404 pp. Okay, that’s it! I’m finally fed up with this author as my middle-of-the-night reading. It hasn’t helped that I read these things out of sync, but nonetheless, Slaughter takes a cheap way out with the end of the installment of the saga of Sara, the coroner, and her sexy detective husband. The story does, however, give a chilling account of the methamphetamine trade.


BOOKS TO READ  (* on hold)
Maytrees by Annie Dillard

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot Diaz *
Brother I’m Dying by Edwidge Dannicat *
Fire to Fire: New and Selected Poems by Mark Doty

The Leopard by Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa

Independent People by Haldor Saxness

Love in a Cold Climate by Nancy Mitford

DARK MEMOIRS
· My Stroke of Insight; A Brain Surgeon’s Personal Journal, Jill Bolte Taylor, PhD., Viking, hardback, 177 pp
· A Final Arc of Sky: A Memoir of Critical Care, Jennifer Culkin, Beacon Press, 2009, hardcover, 238 pp

· The Body Broken: A Memoir, Lynne Greenberg, Random House, 2009, hardcover, 204 pages.

· When the Music Stops: A Memoir of Healing from Sexual Abuse, Catherine McCall, Seal Press, 2009, paperback, 256 pp.  

· Body Language: First of All, Do No Harm, Constance Studer, Purdue University Press, 2009, paperback, 116 pp.

· Road Song: A Memoir, Natalie Kusz, Farrar Straux Giroux, agent—Gail Hochman, 1990, hardcover, 258 pp.
· Hurry Down Sunshine, Other Press, Michael Greenberg, 2008, hardcover, 233 pp.
· Don’t Leave Me This Way or When I Get Back on my Feet You’ll be Sorry, Julia Fox Garrison, HarperCollins 2005, hardcover, 345 pp.
· Chasing Daylight: How My Forthcoming Death Transformed My Life, Eugene O’Kelly, McGraw Hill, 2008, paperback, 202 pp.
· The Year of Magical Thinking, Joan Didion, Borzoi Books/Alfred A. Knopf, 2005, hardcover. 
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