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“A little gonzo, a little gumshoe, some gawker, some good-Samaritan—

it is hard to ignore reporting like Mr. LeDuff's." —The Wall Street Journal  

“Others have written well about the city, but none with the visceral anger, the hair

-tearing frustration, and the hungry humanity of LeDuff.”   —Newsweek  

“A book full of both literary grace and hard-won world-weariness.”  —Kirkus  

Dana’s review is available on our website.  

The OBOC Committee is very excited about this year’s selection and has a lot of exciting 

ideas for events this fall. Keep an eye on our website for more details as we finalize things. 



FICTION 
 Stillwater by Nicole Helget 

 This historical novel is set in the 1860s in 

the frontier logging town of Stillwater, Minnesota. 

Fraternal twins are separated at birth; one goes to 

the wealthy lumber baron and the other stays at 

the orphanage. Their respective lives tell us much 

about the changes and growth of the Midwest. 

We meet nuns, natives, pioneers, fur trappers, 

loggers, runaway slaves, free blacks, outlaws, and 

people of conscience. Fur trappers were the inter-

net of their era! They traveled around, interacted 

with anyone who needed to barter, and spread 

truths and rumors equally. The narrative is com-

pelling, well researched and well written.  

 Reading about the history of this general 

area is always enlightening. So much has happened and changed 

in 150 years! I appreciate the reminders of how difficult life was 

for most people and how tough one had to be. I don’t think that 

people are made like this anymore. So many risks were taken and 

there was seldom a safety net in sight. So I’m always grateful for 

a good historical novel, especially one set in the Northwoods. ~ 

Dianne 

 

The Last Days of California by Mary Miller 

 I am so excited about this coming-of-age 

story, set primarily in the backseat of a family car 

on a road trip from Alabama to California. Fifteen

-year-old Jess and her 17-year-old sister Elise are 

on their way to the West Coast where they will 

be one of the last US families to witness the im-

pending rapture. Dad, a minister, is trying to save 

souls along the way—with little success. Jess is 

beginning to question her father’s fundamentalist 

beliefs, while Elise has replaced religion with all 

things Anderson Cooper. Mom is visibly distracted 

and perhaps depressed. 

 Last Days is told from Jess’s perspective 

as she struggles to find her identity. The end of 

the world is the least of her worries as she considers religion, sex, 

family loyalty, popularity, and how she stacks up against her thin-

ner and more beautiful sister.  In an effort to cope, Jess eats her 

way across the US, never meeting a drive-thru, quickie mart, or 

vending machine that doesn’t offer something to soothe her envy 

of Elise. Meanwhile, the more jaded Elise is dealing with her own 

problems, most notably being pregnant without her parent’s 

knowledge. And as for mom, she just wants to stop and buy a 

nice Native rug in Arizona, even though dad says they won’t be 

needing rugs in the eternal afterlife. 

It is the moments between family members, particularly 

the sisters, which are so moving. Here are two teenage girls argu-

ing over nothing, yet supporting each other when the chips are 

down. This book is peppered with laugh out loud moments, for 

example, deciding who is the best looking group: atheists, agnos-

tics or extremists. If you liked Age of Miracles by Karen Thomp-

son Walker or Arcadia by Lauren Groff, I think you will love this 

book, as it is equally affecting, but much more hopeful and hu-

morous. This could easily cross over into young adult fiction, 

perhaps 17 and older, because of sex and language.  Highly rec-

ommended. ~ Lea 

Quesadillas by Juan Pablo Villalobos 

 Welcome to Lagos de Moreno, a small 

village in Los Altos, Jalisco where 13-year-old 

Orestes spends much of his mental energy as-

sessing his family’s level of poverty. The national 

economy is reflected in the style of quesadillas 

that Orestes’ mother serves up each night, rang-

ing from inflationary, normal, devaluation, and 

poor man’s quesadillas. In the latter, instead of 

adding actual melted cheese, his mother simply 

carves the word “cheese” into the tortilla.  

 Orestes’ young twin siblings are abduct-

ed (perhaps by aliens?) leaving more tortillas for 

everyone. He and his bullying brother Aristotle 

go on a quest to find the twins, and the story 

grows more and more absurd. Their travels take them through 

never-ending stands of thorny acacia trees (passing a town so 

Catholic it is encircled with thorns), into improbable situations 

which will ultimately lead Orestes back home to his impossible 

life. Back in his village, he whiles away his spare time scratching 

his mosquito bites--until a surprising denouement concludes his 

tale.  

In this wickedly funny satire, Villalobos (author of 

Down the Rabbit Hole) masterfully explores dire political and 

class themes with a uniquely witty voice, sublimating his underly-

ing anger. Ultimately we learn that revenge and justice may be 

possible, even if only in our imagination. ~ Lea 

  

Burial Rites by Hannah Kent 

 “They said that I stole the breath from 

men, and now they must steal mine.” So begins 

the tale of Agnes Magnúsdóttir, a servant ac-

cused of brutally murdering two men, one being 

the master of the house in which she works. It’s 

1828, and Agnes is to be transferred to an isolat-

ed farm in northern Iceland where she will await 

execution. Jón Jónssón and his wife Margrét 

have begrudgingly agreed to house the prisoner, 

where she will toil until her death.  

 The beauty of this story is in the hu-

manity of the unfolding relationships between 

Agnes and those who get to know her.  She is 

visited by a young reverend tasked with seeing 

that she dies a Christian death, and her story unfolds through 

these weekly visits.   

 Hannah Kent paints a stark portrait of the inhospitable 

winter landscape of rural Iceland, and gives us a fascinating look 

at the role of the religious leaders and community elders of the 

time. This would be a great winter read, as the setting could just 

as easily be early 19th century Upper Peninsula. The weather is 

brutal, survival isn’t guaranteed for the struggling farmers, and on 

top of that, the family must hunker down with a mysterious mur-

deress in their home.  

Based on a true story, this suspenseful and beautifully 

written novel will keep you captivated until the very end. Spoiler 

alert, do not read the book jacket if you don’t want to know 

Agnes’ fate. I read it without knowing, which I found preferable. 

Highly recommended. ~ Lea 
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The Burgess Boys by Elizabeth Strout 

 Pulitzer Prize winner Elizabeth 

Strout has returned to Maine, this time spin-

ning the tale of three adult siblings facing a 

family crisis. The story begins when Susan 

Burgess’ 16-year-old son Zach is arrested for 

throwing a frozen pig’s head into a Somali 

prayer service, prompting Susan’s two older 

brothers to return to their hometown and 

offer questionable legal and moral support. 

As the siblings spend more time together, a 

long-repressed family drama bubbles to the 

surface.  

 It’s fascinating, isn’t it, how the 

identities imposed on us as children can shad-

ow us into adulthood, long after we’re old enough to know 

better? And so it is for the Burgess family, blindly following 

paths defined from childhood, seemingly unable to break 

free from the roles assigned to them. It takes some pretty 

dramatic events to drive them out of their routines and actu-

ally begin to see themselves - and each other - in a new light.  

 In addition to the drama blossoming with-

in the family, the Burgess’ insulated Northeastern community 

has become the center of national attention following Zach’s 

“hate” crime. A growing number of Somali refugees are seek-

ing safe haven here, and Strout gives us a thoughtful and 

thorough treatment illustrating and personalizing the com-

plexities of immigration. She has managed to shine a wide 

(and in no way preachy) beam on the misunderstandings 

and personal motivations at the heart of the conflicts.  

If you are a fan of Olive Kitteridge, it’s a safe bet 

that you will like this book. It’s been a long time since I read 

Olive K., but the tone and character development are unmis-

takably Elizabeth Strout. ~ Lea 

 

The Night Gwen Stacy Died by Sarah Bruni 

 Sheila is a 17-year-old high-school 

student longing for something beyond the 

monotony of everyday life in Iowa. Work-

ing in a Sinclair gas station near a mega-

mall, she is studying French and saving her 

paychecks to move to Paris. This isn’t the 

tale of an overly-romantic girl with her 

head in the clouds, however. Sheila is smart 

and sarcastic, a social misfit who identifies 

more with the stuffed coyote in the Natural 

History Museum than with her peers at 

school.   

 Enter Peter Parker, an older taxi 

cab driver—a little rough around the edg-

es—who takes nightly smoke breaks at the gas station and 

chats with Sheila. He seems a little dangerous, but he also 

seems to get her. There is palpable electricity between the 

two, and this is where the real story takes off. 

 The Night Gwen Stacy Died is quirky and 

surprising. It is also suspenseful. Bruni delivers a realistic story 

about life in the Midwest, blended with a current of fantasy 

(Spider Man followers will recognize the name Peter Parker). 

On some level this book reminds me of Death of Bees, per-

haps because it is so unexpected. It’s always exciting to read 

a book without knowing exactly where the author is head-

ed. Highly recommended. ~ Lea  

  

FICTION 
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The Project 

The Wives of Los Alamos by TaraShea Nesbit 

The Girls of Atomic City by Denise Kiernan 

 In the early 1940s, the United States gov-

ernment began buying up land in certain remote 

areas in order to work on a secret project. Los Ala-

mos, New Mexico, and Oak Ridge, Tennessee, 

were two of the most important locations chosen.  

In both areas, land was  purchased and cleared to 

make way for hastily constructed towns and 

homes. Employees, sworn to secrecy, began mov-

ing in even before housing and infrastructure were 

complete.   

 The nation’s top scientists convened in Los 

Alamos to design and develop what they called The 

Gadget. In Tennessee, these plans came to life in a 

massive factory (at the time, the largest in the 

world); the town expanded from 3000 inhabitants 

to over 75,000 in just a few years.  It was all part 

of the Manhattan Project, and its goal was to end 

the war.  

 These books are the flip sides of the same 

coin.  One is a novel about the scientists’ wives, 

who lived in ignorance of their husbands’ activities, 

and the other is a history of the workers at Oak 

Ridge building the bomb, many of whom were 

women since the men were off fighting.  Each book 

conveys a strong sense of community - ad hoc as it 

might be - and also a genuine feeling of doing the 

right thing for the country (even if it means keeping 

one’s life secret from friends and family).  

 Nesbit’s debut novel is almost impossible for me to describe 

adequately. Told in plural first person, it is simultaneously general 

and specific. The wives speak in one voice, yet the author still con-

vincingly conveys their individuality and varied backgrounds. In short 

descriptive bursts, the wives describe their journey from normalcy 

(school, career, parenthood) to life in the desert under military super-

vision, where water and supply shortages were the norm. The gov-

ernment could keep a town of 6000 people a secret, but couldn’t 

figure out how to keep the milk from spoiling on the way there.  The 

wives share their frustrations, their small victories, their friendships, 

and ultimately, their reactions when the bomb is dropped and finally 

they get their husbands back.  It’s genius.  

 Kiernan’s book, on the other hand, brings to life the stories 

of some of the Oak Ridge workers as they accept mysterious jobs, 

and then begin work on the Gadget. Kiernan chooses her subjects 

wisely, and each is emblematic of a different level of the project - 

from janitor all the way up to chemist. Her writing is vivid and lively, 

and her topic thoroughly researched.  This reads effortlessly.  

 It’s rare that I read back-to-back books on the same subject, 

but these dovetail nicely and offer a wide perspective on unsung 

Americans who contributed to this pivotal invention and moment in 

history. ~ Dana 

  

For younger readers: Bomb: The Race to Build - 

and Steal - the World’s Most Dangerous Weapon 

by Steve Sheinkin 

       Winner of several major literary awards, this is 

an informative combination of text, photographs, 

and diagrams that reads “like an international spy 

thriller.” (Ages 11+) 
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nonfiction 

Frozen in Time:  An Epic Story of Survival and a Modern 

Quest for Lost Heroes of World War II by 

Mitchell Zuckoff 

 This book has everything except romance 

(unless you call dreaming the impossible dream a 

romance).   

 There are two intertwined stories—one 

starts in 1942 and the other is still going on.  Dur-

ing World War II, the United States used Green-

land as a ferrying stop for airplanes crossing the 

Atlantic.  The horrendous weather led to many 

crashes.  When a cargo plane went down with five 

crewmen on board, a search was started but then 

one of the search planes, a B-17, crashed in a 

blinding snowstorm. More search planes found the 

B-17 and began dropping supplies to the survivors.  What fol-

lowed was a five-month effort to rescue the crew from their icy 

prison. 

Two crewmen were rescued when a Coast Guard am-

phibious plane, a Grumman Duck, successfully landed on the ice, 

sliding in as if on water.  It safely took off and returned to its ship, 

the Northland. The Duck was able to pick up another crewman 

the next day, but it never returned.  

The second story is a modern day attempt to find the 

Duck and return the remains of the crew to their families.  The 

driving force of the quest was an underfunded, overachieving 

man named Lou Sapienza who had, among other evidence of the 

location of the plane, a hand-drawn map with an X on it.  The 

Coast Guard became involved in part because two of three unre-

covered bodies of Coast Guard personnel missing in action in all 

wars are on that plane.  

The author winds up turning his credit card over to Lou 

and so becomes part of the story.  Like his previous book, Lost in 

Shangri-la, this is a great survival story with an incredible ending 

set in a spectacular exotic locale. Add in the World War II warbird 

treasure hunt, and you have a simply wonderful book. ~ Ray 

  
Behind the Beautiful Forevers: Life, Death and Hope in a 

Mumbai Undercity by Katherine Boo 

WINNER: National Book Award 2012 

 Forevers may be the best non-fiction nar-

rative you’ll ever read. Boo spent years document-

ing the everyday dolor and drama of life in 

Annawadi, a Mumbai slum sandwiched between 

high rise hotels and the city’s airport. Her poign-

ant, sometimes heartbreaking, narrative focuses on 

several families and the daily struggles they go 

through to survive or prosper in a local economy 

based primarily on the detritus of the middle and 

upper classes. 

  Boo is an excellent writer, objectively 

constructing a detailed picture of the people of 

Annawadi while seamlessly weaving in descriptions 

of current social, economic and political issues in India. By the end 

of the book, you’ll know much more about the problems plagu-

ing emerging countries that are striving to emulate the West. 

You’ll also better comprehend the difficulty of truly understanding 

centuries-old societies that are fundamentally different from our 

own. ~ Vince G. (customer) 

  
 

Mister Owita’s Guide to Gardening by Carol Wall 

 For some of us, it is the time of year to 

read about gardening! This memoir tackles the 

healing properties of growing flowers and food. 

It focuses not on the positive physical attributes 

of plants, but the emotional and spiritual release 

that comes from digging in the soil and mar-

veling at the beauty and abundance that the 

botanical world gives us. Carol Wall is at an im-

passe in her life. She glances out her window and 

realizes that her yard reflects her spirit. She hires 

a Kenyan immigrant to help with her gardening. 

The relationship and revelations that develop 

from this arrangement will change both of their 

lives.  

 I was concerned that this personal telling would be too 

syrupy, too “oh, my god!” Thankfully, it is instead a quiet reflec-

tive book about reaching out, taking risks, and profound gratitude 

for what we have and what we can offer. I thoroughly enjoyed 

reading the story of Carol and Giles friendship. Just one more 

example of the generosity embodied in the planting life. Highly 

recommended. ~ Dianne 

  

Dreams of Trepass: Tales of a Harem Girlhood by Fatima 

Mernissi 

 This memoir is part of the Muslim Jour-

neys programming at Peter White Public Library. 

It is one of the most fascinating memoirs told 

from a child’s point of view that I have ever read.   

 Mernissi was born in 1940 in Morocco 

where she was part of a large extended family 

living in a domestic harem. Writing her story from 

a child’s viewpoint helps the reader to understand 

the process of the careful teaching of females 

about the severe restrictions on their dress and the 

curtailment of their movements. But still she is a 

child who is caught up in family intrigue and the 

French occupation of their city (Fez).  

 Mostly, though, her very small frame of reference is con-

fined to the harem and all of the supportive women who raise 

her, many of whom encourage her to fly beyond this stifling envi-

ronment. There is much to ponder and discuss in this narrative, 

including the life Mernissi creates outside of the guarded gate. 

Exceptional for many reasons. ~ Dianne 
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 William Gibson coins the term “cyberspace” in his novel Neuro-

mancer. 

 Robert Penn Warren is named the first Poet Laureate of the US. 

 Truman Capote, author of In Cold Blood and Breakfast at Tiffa-

ny’s, dies of liver cancer. 

 Tom Robbins publishes one of our favorite olfactory novels, 

Jitterbug Perfume. 

 Love Medicine by Louise Erdrich hits the shelves, beginning the 

epic of the Little No Horse reservation. 

 George Orwell’s classic 1984 is set in a dystopian version of the 

year. The title is simply a reversal of the year he wrote it: 1948. 


