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Shotgun Lovesongs by Nicholas Butler 

 What I would really like to do for this review is skip right to the end, to get to the part where I 

tell you drop everything you’re doing and pick up this book. It’s that good - one of those “just trust me” 

novels that takes everyone by surprise.  I would like to tell you that I read an advance copy six months ago, 

and have been impatient as hell for it to be published so I could share it with you.  But I suppose you’ll 

want a little more information, so here goes: 

 There are five main characters - four men and a woman - who grew up together in Little Wing, 

Wisconsin.  One of them got the girl, and stayed in town to run the family farm. The others went on to 

become a rodeo champion, a stock trader, and a rock star. Their anchor is Little Wing, their home and ref-

uge from life’s speedbumps. Readers enter the story as the characters approach middle age and the accom-

panying crises that always seem to erupt midlife. Through alternating viewpoints and flashbacks, we see the 

beauty of their friendships - the camaraderie, the support, and even the events that test their very founda-

tions. At the core of everything is the town.  

 Butler says he began this novel not with a plot, but with an emotion, a yearning to write about 

homesickness and the draw of one’s hometown.  And I would have to say he succeeds splendidly. Even 

though Marquette is as “small town” as I want to get, something in me yearns for the tight circle of a really small com-

munity. I may not want to live in Little Wing, there’s something in Butler’s writing that makes me nostalgic for the 

place in much the same way Ray Bradbury made me nostalgic for Green Town in Dandelion Wine.   

 Shotgun Lovesongs is a remarkable debut novel.  It’s a safe bet that Nick has many more remarkable novels 

in his future. He is a natural storyteller, able to evoke a whole mélange of emotions from his readers apparently with-

out effort.  I think this book is so powerful because it’s so humble and honest. Nothing grandiose, just a good, old-

fashioned story that resonates with truth. Very, very highly recommended.  ~ Dana  (Dianne loves it, too.) 
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It’s been a long winter.  Surely by May the snow will be gone and we’ll be ready to celebrate.  

What are we celebrating? For one: we all survived sub-zero temperatures for more months than we 

like to think about.  For two: Snowbound is turning THIRTY in June. Thirty! Holy cow, that’s a 

long time. Think about that. 1984 was the year Apple unveiled the first Macintosh personal com-

puter, Michael Jackson’s hair caught on fire, and actress Scarlett Johansson was born.  That’s some 

pretty prestigious company. For three: Dianne’s been here for twenty years, and we all know 

Snowbound wouldn’t be Snowbound without her.  And, finally, we all survived Dana’s first year as 

store owner and look forward to many more.    

So put May 10th on your calendar and plan on helping us 

commemorate these milestones. We’ll have snacks and draw-

ings for awesome prizes.  Hell, come dolled up in a 1984 prom 

 dress and we’ll make sure you get something special.   



FICTION 

The Visionist by Rachel Urquhart 

 In 1842 rural Massachusetts, 15-year-old 

Polly sets fire to her family home, accidentally 

burning her sadistic father alive. On the run, she 

and her 6-year-old brother Ben find refuge in a 

Shaker community. Here in this cloistered enclave, 

Polly experiences safety and comfort for the first 

time. However, she has been forced to relinquish 

contact with little Ben, who is now sequestered 

with the male members of the sect.   

 It is inevitable that Polly’s arrival into the 

City of Hope will have reverberations throughout 

the Shaker community, most profoundly with her 

intense coming-of-age friendship with Sister Chari-

ty. The Shakers have come to believe that Polly is 

a visionist, a member who receives visions from their deceased 

founder Mother Ann Lee. This extra attention increases the scruti-

ny by Sister Agnes, an elder who is suspicious of Polly’s motives. 

Adding further suspense to the story is an arson investigator hot 

on Polly’s trail. 

 Urquhart takes us into the inner lives of Shakers without 

making obvious judgments. She reveals a complex society, willing 

to open their doors to those in need, to provide food, medicine, 

and safety, but unable to offer earthly and human gestures of 

love—fearful of the influence of Satan. Kindnesses do come from 

unexpected people, and Polly, ever a survivor, must make diffi-

cult decisions well beyond her years. This is a haunting story and 

very well-written, and I highly recommend it. Come see me for a 

great Shaker lemon pie recipe! ~ Lea  

 

The Set-Up Man by T.T. Monday 

 As an MLB relief pitcher, Johnny Adcock 

doesn’t work that much. His job means entering 

the game late, usually against a leftie, throwing a 

few pitches, and then taking his seat on the bench 

again. The pay is good, but he has a lot of free 

time on his hands.  He’s level-headed, intelligent 

and discreet, the type of guy the other players turn 

to with problems. Moonlighting as a private inves-

tigator keeps him busy and offers a second career; 

at thirty-five, he’s getting too old to play profes-

sional baseball.    

 When a teammate comes to him with a 

“wife problem,” Adcock assumes it’ll be another 

cheating spouse case, but it turns into something 

much more complicated when his friend’s car is run off a cliff.  

Soon Adcock is embroiled in a complicated investigation involv-

ing murder, the porn industry, and a Mexican human trafficking 

cartel.  Oh, and did I mention that in the middle of all this, he’s 

traded to another team?  All of a sudden, Johnny’s plate is very 

full indeed.  

 I’m not a baseball fan, so I can say with all honesty that 

you do not have to be an aficionado to appreciate this thorough-

ly enjoyable novel. The mystery is strong enough to stand on its 

own, and if you are an MLB fan, then the dugout content (full of 

insider information) will be a super bonus.  Keep this one in mind 

for Father’s Day.  ~ Dana 

 

 

Blood and Beauty by Sarah Dunant 

 Sarah Dunant (Birth of Venus) brings to 

life the notorious Italian Borgia family--Pope Al-

exander VI and his bevy of illegitimate children. 

Much has been written about this infamous fami-

ly, and Dunant’s novel brings to life the political 

intrigue and family scheming that occurred in the 

privacy of the Borgia apartments.  

 In Dunant’s thoroughly researched tale 

of the Borgias, the Pope’s beloved daughter Lu-

crezia is the political pawn in the papal quest for 

control of Italy. Her marriages are carefully plot-

ted by her father and her politically astute and 

wicked brother Cesare, and are just as callously 

ended when they no longer suit the family’s 

needs.  I have to admit that when Cesare gets the French “pox” 

spreading throughout Europe, I found myself elated with every 

pustule appearing on his beautiful face. 

 Unlike in some historical accounts, Lucrezia is a 

sympathetic figure in Dunant’s book, seen in the context of the 

political times in which she lived. The rumors of incest have al-

ways swirled around this brother and sister, as well as Cesare 

being the murderer of their brother Juan. I thoroughly enjoyed 

Dunant’s version of events, even though she seems to have left 

out the detailed accounts of Cesare’s despicable cruelty. Her ac-

count provides an interesting contrast with Michael Ennis’ book, 

Malice of Fortune, where I was rooting for them all to fall into 

the Tiber and drown.  

This book is particularly interesting if you’ve visited the 

Vatican and the Borgia apartments, where Pope Alexander VI 

had Renaissance painter Pinturicchio spending his days painting 

Biblical scenes starring the Borgias themselves. Look forward to 

more from Dunant on this family…the saga is not yet complete.   

~ Lea 

 

How to Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia by Mohsin Hamid 

 This is an Everyman/Everywoman sto-

ry. Hamid cleverly spins out his advice as if we 

are reading a self-help book instead of a novel. 

But there is a powerful story residing within this 

how-to book. Neither of the main characters is 

named, nor do we know which country they 

live in. What they do possess is a commonality 

of culture and time and a similar drive to suc-

ceed no matter what they have to do.  

 Opportunities and timing assist the 

male in building a huge business in bottled wa-

ter. Beauty and nonchalance guide the female 

toward her goals. Each chapter doles out advice 

such as “Move to the City,” “Avoid Idealists,” 

“Work for Yourself,” “Be Prepared to Use Violence,” and 

“Befriend a Bureaucrat.” Sound advice for any aspiring capitalist, 

I’d say.  

 The only other novel I can compare this to is 

one of my favorites, Waiting for the Barbarians by J. M. Coetze. 

While Hamid’s previous novel The Reluctant Fundalmentalist  

gave readers much to think about, Filthy Rich takes it up a notch. 

It is indeed rich in insight, gall, drive, and even a little love. I’m 

beginning to think that this author is brilliant. ~ Dianne 
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A Constellation of Vital Phenomena by Anthony Marra 

       I put off reading this because I knew that it 

would be too good to put down. February 

proved to be the right time to pick up a really 

good novel. This book proved to be it. If you’ve 

read Cutting for Stone by Verghese or Everything 

is Illuminated by Foer, then you would appreciate 

this fine, tough read. 

       Set primarily during the second Chechen War 

(1999-2009), this story beautifully captures the 

destinies of people caught up in a protracted con-

flict. Centered around village life and a woefully 

understaffed hospital, the characters bring every 

scrap of dignity, perseverance, and compassion 

they have left to survive and create a new kind of 

future. There are some really tough scenes in the book, but there 

is also humor and tenacious love.  

       This novel was inspired by the memoir of Russian journalist 

Anna Politkovskaya, who was murdered three years after the 

publication of her book, A Small Corner of Hell: Dispatches from 

Chechnya. Marra has written a deep tribute to her work and the 

suffering of all of the people who must endure conflicts like this. 

This debut novel is a marvel of maturity, empathy, and intelli-

gence, and Marra is a writer to watch. Very highly recommend-

ed. ~ Dianne  

        

Z: A Novel of Zelda Fitzgerald by Therese Anne Fowler 

 My first infatuation with Scott and Zelda 

Fitzgerald came about as the result of a major 

junior high crush on Robert Redford (who was 

starring in The Great Gatsby). But then the litera-

ture followed, and the fascination continued to 

grow. Having read their biographies many years 

ago, I was a little concerned about reading a fic-

tionalized account of Zelda.  It takes a lot of trust 

in an author to drive off that cliff with her—but 

I’m glad I did. It turns out that Z is an immensely 

enjoyable way to read about the most notorious 

couple of the Jazz Age. 

 It is all too easy to over-romanticize the 

story of Scott and Zelda, who lived larger than 

life in a fascinating time in history. But their story is also tragic. 

It’s Gatsby level tragedy. Every time I read Gatsby, I hope that 

somehow the ending will change. It’s the same with Zelda and 

Scott. From the moment that he meets her in Montgomery, Ala-

bama – she, with suitors lined up around the block; and he, a 

penniless author stationed in her town before the war – it’s as if 

their future together was predestined.   

 Fowler treats Zelda with respect and empathy. She re-

lied on letters and biographies, and clearly did her research. 

Fowler imagines Zelda’s emotional journey living with an alcohol

-fueled and literarily driven Scott. But many forget that Zelda was 

talented in her own right, and in fact, very misunderstood (even 

demonized by some). Don’t be surprised, however, if while read-

ing this you get a longing to pack your bags, head off to New 

York or Paris, and live for the moment. ~ Lea 

The Crane Wife by Patrick Ness 

 If you loved the novels The Snow Child 

and The Girl With Glass Feet, you need to read 

this book. Loosely based on the Japanese folktale 

of the same name, this novel is a haunting love 

story, a tale of magical realism, and an explora-

tion of loneliness.   

 George Duncan is a nice guy. Too nice, 

many may say. He’s approaching fifty and has 

been alone since his wife left him for someone a 

bit more challenging.  One night he helps an in-

jured crane that mysteriously appears in his back-

yard. The next day an enigmatic and beautiful 

woman walks into his store and his life changes.  

Kumiko is an artist who makes stunning tiles 

made with white feathers, and she is captivated by George’s own 

art with paper cuttings. Each work is beautiful on its own, but 

together the juxtaposition of media and imagery creates some-

thing truly remarkable, as if they were meant to be. And so it is 

with George and Kumiko.  

 Their love story is interspersed with the Japanese 

folktale, a mythic tale of impossible, all-consuming love between 

a crane and a volcano. Through much of the story, it is left up to 

the reader to decide if Kumiko is indeed the legendary crane 

wife, or simply a secretive woman who loves George.  Does their 

relationship mirror the folktale? Will it have the same tragic out-

come?  Ness keeps readers spellbound with his all-too-human 

characters and the ethereal Kumiko. Dianne and I both loved this 

one.  ~ Dana 

Salt Sugar Fat: How the Food Giants Hooked Us by Mi-

chael Moss 

 Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Michael 

Moss has written a terrific exposé about how the 

giant food industries have turned a blind eye to 

the health of consumers. Prepare to be amazed. I 

think most of us know to avoid processed, mass-

produced foods, but I was naïve regarding the 

massive scope and calculated efforts by major 

food corporations to create products to be not 

only palatable, but borderline addictive as well.  

 Test kitchens are actually laboratories 

where scientists attempt to define people’s “bliss 

point” for sugar and “mouth feel” for fat, and 

then chemically alter products for the maximum 

satisfaction and lowest cost. It’s alarming because it’s so intention-

al. It’s especially disheartening is when you hear of companies 

distributing soft drinks and Oreos to people in developing coun-

tries, globalizing poor health. Reading this book has just rein-

forced my mom’s shopping advice to avoid the center of the 

grocery store, and better yet, go local and organic. ~ Lea 
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IT Could be Worse... 
Alone on the Ice: The Greatest Survival Story in the History 

of Exploration by David Roberts 

 Douglas Mawson is one of the least 

known of the great Polar explorers.  As a member 

of previous expeditions by Robert Falcon Scott 

and Ernest Shackleton, Mawson was a seasoned 

veteran when he led the Australasian Antarctic 

Expedition in 1912.  As an Australian, he chose the 

area immediately to the south of Australia and, 

unlike previous expeditions that had the attain-

ment of the South Pole as the major objective, his 

major goals were scientific. 

 After wintering over at their base camp, 

three man teams headed off in different explorato-

ry directions.  All returned safely except for Mawson and his two 

companions. Three hundred miles out, one member of the team 

fell to his death into a crevasse, disappearing along with a sledge 

loaded with most of their prime gear, including their tent and 

almost all their food. What followed is one of the most incredible 

stories of survival ever told. When Mawson alone staggered into 

base camp after weeks of unbelievable hardship, the first team-

mate to reach him said, “Which one are you?” 

The book has Mawson’s march as the focal point. The 

rest of the book is really a bi-

ography of Mawson and a 

description of the other 

parts of his expedition, all 

of it fascinating.  

~ Ray 

 

 

The Ice-Cold Heaven by Mirko Bonné 

 Since we are in the thick of winter, I 

thought that I’d read something even chillier. This 

story novelizes the Endurance expedition. For 

those not familiar with one of the greatest surviv-

al events on record, Ernest Shackleton led an ex-

pedition to be the first to cross the continent of 

Antarctica on foot. On the ship Endurance he 

brought along 28 crewmembers, 69 sled dogs, a 

gramophone, a photographer, and - unbeknownst 

to him - a 17 year-old stowaway. They never 

made it to the continent. Their ship was crushed 

in the pack ice and they spent a total of 635 days 

lost to the world. 

 This story is told from the standpoint of 

that young stowaway, Perce Blackboro. Which crew member hid 

him on board? Our very own UP resident, the late William Bake-

well! Bakewell lied to Shackleton, saying that he was Canadian to 

get on board. (His real life adventures are chronicled in his mem-

oir An American on the Endurance. We have it in stock.) I’d say 

that both men come off rather favorably in this well imagined 

novel. The reader gets to spend a lot of time on the ice with this 

seasoned crew. Their journey was epic and miraculous. Many 

people strongly admire Shackleton’s leadership skills. All of his 

crew survive, despite incredible odds. They seem to become 

“one” somehow.  

 A writer would require more than a little audacity to 

fictionalize this beloved piece of history. I’d say that Bonné has 

done a fine job. He takes us into the hearts and minds and bodies 

of these characters. And he makes the ice seem alive! Very enjoya-

ble, especially if you admire all things Shackleton. ~ Dianne 
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KIDS / YOUNG ADULTS 
Cress by Marissa Meyer 

 The Lunar Chronicles is the most original 

and well-written YA series I’ve read in a long time. 

Cress is the third installment, and perhaps the book 

that presents the biggest challenges for the charac-

ters. The first two books (Cinder and Scarlet), are 

the renovated classic fairy tales of Cinderella and 

Little Red Riding Hood, completely re-imagined 

and set in the future. Cress brings Rapunzel into the 

mix.   

 The novel opens with all of our heroines 

and heroes on the run and still trying to prevent 

Queen Levana from marrying Cinder’s prince and 

taking over the world. The Queen has held Cress 

prisoner on a satellite for years, where her job is to monitor trans-

missions and  hack into Earth’s computer systems. When the mis-

sion to rescue her goes awry, Cinder’s group is splintered and 

forced to continue the battle without knowing if their friends are 

alive or not.  It is an exciting and tension-filled plot, and Meyer’s 

writing keeps readers laughing on the edge of their seats.   

 The characters are brave, intelligent and likeable, and the 

storyline is surprising, which makes it that much more difficult to 

wait for the next installment (Winter) in 2015. (And let me tell 

you, that will be a really good one. Snow White makes an ap-

pearance in Cress, and she’s a little creepy.) Enthusiastically recom-

mended for readers young and not-so-young alike. Seriously, 

don’t let the fact that this is shelved in the Young Adult aisle stop 

you from checking this out. (ages 13+) ~ Dana 

Can You Survive? Choose Your Own Path Adventures    

 Some readers will remember the 

Choose Your Own Adventure stories from a cou-

ple of decades ago. These books are similar. 

What I like about them is that they are themed 

around classic literature. From Call of the Wild 

to The Twelve Labors of Hercules (see full list 

below),  readers become the main character and 

make choices in the plot. At about 150 pages 

each, this series is a fun way to introduce the 

classics to kids in the 8-12 year old age range. 

Heck, I think that they’re kinda fun myself. ~ 

Dianne 

  Titles available: 

 The Adventures of Perseus 

 Adventures of Sherlock Holmes 

 Twelve Labors of Hercules 

 Merry Adventures of Robin Hood 

 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea 

 Call of the Wild 

 Treasure Island 

 Dracula 
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