AWC BOOK CLUB SUGGESTED READING Fall 2011
Our Spring 2011 list was quite extensive, and included a number of titles in which there was interest, but for which there was not enough time! This list contains some of those, plus some additional titles for suggested reading:

The descriptions included here are paraphrased and excerpted from online reviews.

 = at least 4 copies available in BCCLS
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 = audio version available in BCCLS
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 = available in paperback
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 = available on Kindle
· = Oprah’s Book Club selection
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= title has been made into a movie
NONFICTION: SECOND CHANCE
1. The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca Skloot.  (NY Times Bestseller list.)  She was a poor Southern tobacco farmer who worked the same land as her slave ancestors, yet her cells—taken without her knowledge—became one of the most important tools in medicine. The first “immortal” human cells grown in culture, they are still alive today, though she has been dead for more than sixty years.  “HeLa” cells were vital for developing the polio vaccine; uncovered secrets of cancer, viruses, and the atom bomb’s effects; helped lead to important advances like in vitro fertilization, cloning, and gene mapping; and have been bought and sold by the billions. Yet Henrietta Lacks remains virtually unknown, buried in an unmarked grave, and her family has continued to live in poverty and poor health.  Their discovery decades later of her unknowing contribution--and her cells' strange survival--left them full of pride, anger, and suspicion. For a decade, Skloot compassionately gathered the threads of these stories, slowly gaining the trust of the family while helping them learn the truth about Henrietta.  (384 pages) [image: image5.png]
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2. Unbroken: A World War II Story of Survival, Resilience, and Redemption by Laura Hillenbrand.  (An Amazon best Book of the Month for November 2010.)  In evocative, immediate descriptions, Hillenbrand unfurls the story of Louie Zamperini--a juvenile delinquent-turned-Olympic runner-turned-Army hero. On a May afternoon in 1943, Louie took off on a search mission for a lost plane. Somewhere over the Pacific, the engines on his bomber failed, and the plane plummeted into the sea, leaving Louie and two other men stranded on a tiny raft. Drifting for weeks and thousands of miles, they endured starvation and desperate thirst, sharks that leapt aboard the raft trying to drag them off, a machine-gun attack from a Japanese bomber, and a typhoon with waves forty feet high. At last, they spotted an island. As they rowed toward it, unbeknownst to them, a Japanese military boat was lurking nearby. Louie’s journey had only just begun. Louie’s story is a tale of daring, defiance, persistence, ingenuity, and the ferocious will of a man who refused to be broken. (496 pages) [image: image8.png]
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3. Founding Gardeners: The Revolutionary Generation, Nature and the Shaping of the American Nation by Andrea Wulf.  Not only did Washington, Adams, Jefferson, and Madison operate farms, all believed agriculture was the noblest occupation and the foundation of democracy.  Even while fighting the Revolution and governing the nation, Washington bombarded the manager of his beloved Mount Vernon with detailed instructions. During years of diplomatic service overseas, Adams and Jefferson toured private gardens and studied the latest agricultural techniques. This obsession went beyond the personal, influencing the design of Washington, D.C. and the White House, where Jefferson wanted only native shrubs and trees.  Wulf offers a delightful new perspective on the men we usually associate more with politics than with plants.  (352 pages) [image: image11.png]
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NONFICTION: NEW TITLES
1. The Portland Vase: The Extraordinary Odyssey of a Mysterious Roman Treasure by Robin Brooks.   Created for an emperor, exhumed from a burial ground, coveted, traded, smashed, restored, and stuffed full of incident and intrigue, the Portland Vase -- the most famous of all Roman antiquities -- has captivated everyone who has come into contact with it. Robin Brooks's The Portland Vase is a great romp through history with this fragil...  more »e, enigmatic vessel, which has touched the lives of an array of compelling characters.  Their stories -- how they came by the vase, how they disposed of it, and how it affected them -- result in a narrative rich with passion, inspiration, and jealousy that spans more than two thousand years. (250 pages) [image: image13.png]
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2. The Paper Garden: An Artist Begins Her Life’s Work at 72 by Molly Peacock.  Mary Delany was seventy-two years old when she noticed a petal drop from a geranium. In a flash of inspiration, she picked up her scissors and cut out a paper replica of the petal, inventing the art of collage. It was the summer of 1772, in England. During the next ten years she completed nearly a thousand cut-paper botanicals (which she called ...  more »mosaicks) so accurate that botanists still refer to them. Poet-biographer Molly Peacock uses close-ups of these brilliant collages in The Paper Garden to track the extraordinary life of Delany, friend of Swift, Handel, Hogarth, Queen Charlotte and King George III. (397 pages)  [image: image15.png]


 
3. Strength in What Remains by Tracy Kidder. (Amazon” Best of the Month” September 2009, NY Times Bestseller).  Tracy Kidder gives us the story of one man’s inspiring American journey and of the ordinary people who helped him.  Deo arrives in the United States from Burundi in search of a new life. Having survived a civil war and genocide, he lands at JFK airport with two hundred dollars, no English, and no contacts. He ekes out a precarious existence delivering groceries, living in Central Park, and learning English by reading dictionaries in bookstores. Then Deo begins to meet the strangers who will change his life, pointing him eventually in the direction of Columbia University, medical school, and a life devoted to healing. Kidder breaks new ground in telling this unforgettable story as he travels with Deo back over a turbulent life and shows us what it means to be fully human. (284 pages) [image: image16.png]
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4. Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: A Year of Food Life by Barbara Klingsolver.  –This book chronicles the year that Barbara Kingsolver, along with her husband and two daughters, made a commitment to become locavores–those who eat only locally grown foods.  For teens who grew up on supermarket offerings, the notion not only of growing one's own produce but also of harvesting one's own poultry was as foreign as the concept that different foods relate to different seasons. While the volume begins as an environmental treatise–the oil consumption related to transporting foodstuffs around the world is enormous–it ends, as the year ends, in a celebration of the food that physically nourishes even as the recipes and the memories of cooks and gardeners past nourish our hearts and souls.  (400 pages) [image: image19.png]
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FICTION: SECOND CHANCE
1. Half Broke Horses by Jeanette Walls.  For the first 10 years of her life, Lily Casey Smith, the narrator of this true-life novel by her granddaughter, Walls, lived in a dirt dugout in west Texas. Walls, whose megaselling memoir, The Glass Castle, recalled her own upbringing, writes in what she recalls as Lily's plainspoken voice.  Having been educated in fits and starts because of her parents' penury, Lily becomes a teacher at age 15 in a remote frontier town she reaches after a solo 28-day ride. Marriage to a bigamist almost saps her spirit, but later she weds a rancher with whom she shares two children and a strain of plucky resilience.  Lily is a spirited heroine, fiercely outspoken against hypocrisy and prejudice, a rodeo rider and fearless breaker of horses, and a ruthless poker player. Assailed by flash floods, tornados and droughts, Lily never gets far from hardscrabble drudger, but hers is one of those heartwarming stories about indomitable women that will always find an audience. (288 pages) [image: image22.png]
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2. Dreams of Joy by Lisa See.  Lisa See continues the story of sisters Pearl and May from Shanghai Girls, and Pearl’s strong-willed nineteen-year-old daughter, Joy.  Reeling from newly uncovered family secrets, Joy runs away to Shanghai in early 1957 to find her birth father—the artist Z.G. Li, with whom both May and Pearl were once in love. Dazzled by him, and blinded by idealism and defiance, Joy throws herself into the New Society of Red China, heedless of the dangers in the communist regime.  Devastated by Joy’s flight and terrified for her safety, Pearl confronts old demons and almost insurmountable challenges as she follows Joy, hoping for reconciliation. (368 pages) [image: image25.png]
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3. The Poisonwood Bible by Barbara Klingsolver.  The year is 1959 and the place is the Belgian Congo. Nathan, a Baptist preacher, has come to spread the Word in a remote village. To say that he and his family are woefully unprepared would be an understatement: "We came from Bethlehem, Georgia, bearing Betty Crocker cake mixes into the jungle," says Leah, one of Nathan's daughters.  In addition to poisonous snakes, dangerous animals, and the hostility of the villagers to Nathan's fiery brand of Christianity, there are also rebels in the jungle and the threat of war in the air.  As political instability grows in the Congo, so does the local witch doctor's animus toward the Prices, and both converge with tragic consequences.  From that point on, the family is dispersed and the novel follows each member's fortune across a span of more than 30 years.  (560 pages) [image: image28.png]
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4. The Archivist’s Story by Travis Holland.  This debut novel tracks the plight of disgraced literature teacher Pavel Dubrov, whose job in 1939 Moscow is to destroy books at Lubyanka prison, a dank, morbid depository for political prisoners. When an unsigned story is discovered in a file, Pavel is ordered to authenticate its author, believed to be Isaac Babel, who is locked up at the prison. Haunted by his conversations with Babel and his love of Babel's work, Pavel steals the manuscript and hides it behind the crumbling bricks of his basement.  Nearly everything and everyone in the novel is sad and broken, but Holland finds a kernel of hope in Pavel's mission. It's a melancholic and moving tribute to the written word. (239 pages) [image: image32.png]
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FICTION: NEW TITLES
1. Olive Kitteridge by Elizabeth Strout. (Winner of the 2009 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction.)  Thirteen linked tales from present a heart-wrenching, penetrating portrait of ordinary coastal Mainers living lives of quiet grief intermingled with flashes of human connection. The opening Pharmacy focuses on terse, dry junior high-school teacher Olive Kitteridge and her gregarious pharmacist husband, Henry. Their son, Christopher, takes center stage in A Little Burst, which describes his wedding in humorous, somewhat disturbing detail, and in Security, where Olive, in her 70s, visits Christopher and his family in New York. Strout's fiction showcases her ability to reveal through familiar details—the mother-of-the-groom's wedding dress, a grandmother's disapproving observations of how her grandchildren are raised—the seeds of tragedy.  The collection is easy to read and impossible to forget. (304 pages) [image: image34.png]
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2. Angry Housewives Eating Bon Bons by Lorna Landvik.  The women of Freesia Court are convinced that there is nothing that good coffee, delectable desserts, and a strong shoulder can’t fix. Laughter is the glue that holds them together—the foundation of a book group they call AHEB (Angry Housewives Eating Bon Bons), an unofficial “club” that becomes much more. It becomes a lifeline. Holding on through forty eventful years, the story of this stalwart group of friends depicts a special slice of American life, of stay-at-home days and new careers, of children and grandchildren, of bold beginnings and second chances, in which the power of forgiveness, understanding, and the perfectly timed giggle fit is the CPR that mends broken hearts and shattered dreams.   (512 pages) [image: image37.png]
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3. The Tiger’s Wife: A Novel by Tea Obreht (A National Book Award Finalist).  The sometimes crushing power of myth, story, and memory is explored in the brilliant debut novel about Natalia Stefanovi, a doctor in an unnamed country that's a ringer for the author’s native Croatia.  Natalia crosses the border in search of answers about the death of her beloved grandfather, who raised her on tales from the village he grew up in.  One of these tales takes place following a German bombardment in 1941, in which a tiger escaped from a nearby zoo and was befriended a mysterious deaf-mute woman. The evolving story of the tiger's wife, as the woman becomes known, forms one of three strands that sustain the novel, the other two being Natalia's efforts to care for orphans and a wayward family who are searching for the bones of a long-dead relative; and several of her grandfather's other stories about Gavran Gailé, the deathless man whose appearances coincide with catastrophe and who may hold the key to all the stories that ensnare Natalia. (368 pages) [image: image40.png]
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4. The Dovekeepers by Alice Hoffman.  (An Amazon “Best Books of 2011”)    In 70 C.E., nine hundred Jews held out for months against armies of Romans on Masada, a mountain in the Judean desert. According to the ancient historian Josephus, two women and five children survived. Based on this tragic and iconic event, Hoffman’s novel is a spellbinding tale of four extraordinarily bold, resourceful, and sensuous women, each of whom has come to Masada by a different path.  The lives of these four complex and fiercely independent women intersect in the desperate days of the siege. All are dovekeepers, and all are also keeping secrets—about who they are, where they come from, who fathered them, and whom they love. The Dovekeepers is Alice Hoffman’s masterpiece. (512 pages) [image: image43.png]
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5. Kissing in Mahattan by David Schickler.  Hilarious, sexy, and deeply tender, Kissing in Manhattan was one of the most celebrated debuts in recent years. Acclaimed author David Schickler’s collection of linked stories follows a troupe of love-hungry urbanites through a charmed metropolis and into the Preemption--a mythic Manhattan apartment building. The Preemption sets the stage for a romantic fantasy as exuberant, dark, and dazzling as the city it occupies. Behind closed doors, the paths of an improbable cast of tenants—including a seductive perfume heiress; a crabby, misunderstood actor; a preternaturally sharp-sighted priest--tangle and cross.  (274 pages)  [image: image46.png]
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6. Major Pettigrew’s Last Stand by Helen Simonson.  In the small village of Edgecombe St. Mary in the English countryside lives Major Ernest Pettigrew (retired). Wry, courtly, opinionated, and completely endearing, the Major leads a quiet life valuing the proper things that Englishmen have lived by for generations: honor, duty, decorum, and a properly brewed cup of tea. But then his brother’s death sparks an unexpected friendship with Mrs. Jasmina Ali, the Pakistani shopkeeper from the village. Drawn together by their shared love of literature and the loss of their spouses, the Major and Mrs. Ali soon find their friendship blossoming into something more. But village society insists on embracing him as the quintessential local and regarding her as the permanent foreigner. (587 pages) [image: image48.png]
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7. Waiting by Ha Jin.  (National Book Award winner.) "Every summer Lin Kong returned to Goose Village to divorce his wife, Shuyu." Like a fairy tale, Ha Jin's masterful novel of love and politics begins with a formula--and like a fairy tale, Waiting uses its slight, deceptively simple framework to encompass a wide range of truths about the human heart. Lin Kong is a Chinese army doctor trapped in an arranged marriage that embarrasses and repels him.  Nevertheless, he's content with his tidy military life, at least until he falls in love with Manna, a nurse at his hospital.  Ha Jin profoundly understands the conflict between the individual and society, between the timeless universality of the human heart and constantly shifting politics of the moment. (308 pages)  [image: image51.png]
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8. Cold Comfort Farm by Stella Gibbons.  Could there be such a thing as a "slapstick" novel of manners? This one might qualify, for its humour both witty and broad and its country-house setting.  Our highly-educated heroine Flora Poste, intelligent, witty, but fashion-addled, aimless, and seemingly shallow, descends on her rural relatives when her parents die leaving her penniless. Sharp parodies of rural England and the family include, among others, an insane matriarch locked in her room, a love-mad and graceless granddaughter, a grandson who plays the same role among the maids that the bull does among the cows, an antique manservant who fails to notice when a cow's leg falls off. In short order, Flora contrives to marry off the granddaughter to a local grandee, packs the grandson off to Hollywood, and generally manages things so craftily that everyone not only lives Happily Ever After but also does so with Good Manners and better haircuts.  (233 pages)  [image: image54.png]
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9. Sarah’s Key  by Tatiana de Rosnay.  (New York Times Bestseller list)  Forty-five-year-old Julia Jarmond, American by birth, moved to Paris when she was 20 and is married to the arrogant, unfaithful Bertrand Tézac, with whom she has an 11-year-old daughter. Julia writes for an American magazine and her editor assigns her to cover the 60th anniversary of the Vél' d'Hiv' roundups, in which thousands of Jewish families were arrested, held at the Vélodrome d'Hiver outside the city, then transported to Auschwitz. Julia soon learns that the apartment she and Bertrand plan to move into was acquired by Bertrand's family when its Jewish occupants were dispossessed and deported 60 years before. She resolves to find out what happened to the former occupants: Wladyslaw and Rywka Starzynski, parents of 10-year-old Sarah and four-year-old Michel. The more Julia discovers—especially about Sarah, the only member of the Starzynski family to survive—the more she uncovers about Bertrand's family, about France and, finally, herself. (293 pages)   [image: image57.png]
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CLASSICS: SECOND CHANCE

1. The Prime of Miss Jean Brody by Muriel Spark.  At the staid Marcia Blaine School for Girls, in Edinburgh, Scotland, teacher extraordinaire Miss Jean Brodie is passionate in the application of her unorthodox teaching methods, in her attraction to the married art master, in her affair with the bachelor music master, and—most important—in her dedication to "her girls," the students she selects to be her crème de la crème. Determined to instill in them independence, passion, and ambition, Miss Brodie advises her girls, "Safety does not come first. Goodness, Truth, and Beauty come first. Follow me."  And they do. But one of them will betray her. (160 pages) [image: image61.png]
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2. On the Road by Jack Kerouac.  On the Road, the most famous of Jack Kerouac's works, is not only the soul of the Beat movement and literature, but one of the most important novels of the century. Like nearly all of Kerouac's writing, On The Road is thinly fictionalized autobiography, filled with a cast made of Kerouac's real life friends, lovers, and fellow travelers. Narrated by Sal Paradise, one of Kerouac's alter-egos, On the Road is a cross-country bohemian odyssey that not only influenced writing in the years since its 1957 publication but penetrated into the deepest levels of American thought and culture.  [image: image65.png]
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3. Frankenstein: or The Modern Prometheus by Mary Shelley.  If you have never read the original novel, you need to forget about Boris Karloff and everything you thought you knew about Frankenstein.  Mary Shelley’s story is a thought-provoking cautionary tale about being alive and self-aware.  Her creature is actually intelligent and well-spoken, and his own descriptions of his feelings and experiences are quite different than the inarticulate grunts or slow, half-sentences of the movie monster.  Many modern editions have updated Shelley’s writing style to fit modern readers’ expectations, but her original prose is worth reading if you can find it.   [image: image68.png]
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4. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest by Ken Kesey.  Boisterous, ribald, and ultimately shattering, Ken Kesey's One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest is the seminal novel of the 1960s that has left an indelible mark on the literature of our time. Here is the unforgettable story of a mental ward and its inhabitants, especially the tyrannical Big Nurse Ratched and Randle Patrick McMurphy, the brawling, fun-loving new inmate who resolves to oppose her. We see the struggle through the eyes of Chief Bromden, the seemingly mute half-Indian patient who witnesses and understands McMurphy's heroic attempt to do battle with the awesome powers that keep them all imprisoned.   [image: image72.png]
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5. Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier.   The estate of Manderley is filled with memories of the elegant and flamboyant Rebecca, the first Mrs. DeWinter; with the obsessive love of her housekeeper, Mrs. Danvers, who observes the young, timid second Mrs. DeWinter with sullen hostility; and with the oppressive silences of a secretive husband, Maxim. Rebecca may be physically dead, but she is a force to contend with, and the housekeeper's evil matches that of her former mistress as a purveyor of the emotional horror thrust on the innocent Mrs. DeWinter. The tension builds as the new Mrs. DeWinter slowly grows and asserts herself, surviving the wicked deceptions of Mrs. Danvers and the silent deceits of her husband, to emerge triumphant in the midst of a surprise ending that leaves the reader with a sense of haunting justice.   [image: image76.png]
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CLASSICS: NEW TITLES

1. Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen.  In a remote Hertfordshire village, far off the good roads in George III's England, Mr. and Mrs. Bennet -- a country squire of no great means and his scatterbrained wife -- must marry off their five vivacious daughters. At the heart of this all-consuming enterprise are the headstrong second daughter Elizabeth and her aristocratic suitor Fitzwilliam Darcy, two lovers in whom pride and prejudice must be overcome before love can bring the novel to its magnificent conclusion.  (272 pages) [image: image80.png]
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2. Flush by Virginia Woolf.  Virginia Woolf's funny and moving biography of Elizabeth Barrett's cocker spaniel is a life story—and a love story—told from the dog's point of view. Flush, born and raised in England, accompanies his poet-mistress as she escapes the tyranny of her father's house and elopes to Italy with her husband, the poet Robert Browning. (204 pages) [image: image84.png]


 [image: image85.png]


 [image: image86.png]Book
OPRAH'S
Club




3. Persuasion by Jane Austen.  Anne Elliot did something we can all relate to: Long ago, she let the love of her life get away. In this case, she had allowed herself to be persuaded by a trusted family friend that the young man she loved wasn't an adequate social match, and that Anne could do better. The novel opens some seven years after Anne and Captain Wentworth part ways, and she's still alone.  This, the last completed novel by Jane Austen, traces a narrative of autumnal happiness worth waiting for.  (328 pages) [image: image87.png]
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4. The Winter’s Tale by William Shakespeare.  In this romance written late in Shakespeare's career, a king who believes his wife died as a result of his misguided jealousy is shown a "statue" of her 16 years later—and is given the opportunity to begin anew through the transforming power of love, art, and forgiveness.(352 pages) [image: image92.png]
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