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Blood and Beauty by Sarah Dunant 

 Sarah Dunant (Birth of Venus) brings to 

life the notorious Italian Borgia family--Pope Alex-

ander 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 Lucre-

zia 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 sympa-

thetic figure in Dunant’s book, seen in the context of the political 

times in which she lived. The rumors of incest have always swirled 

around this brother and sister, as well as Cesare being the murder-

er of their brother Juan. I thoroughly enjoyed Dunant’s version of 

events, even though she seems to have left out the detailed ac-

counts of Cesare’s despicable cruelty. Her account 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 has Renais-

sance 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 

 

Alif the Unseen  by G. Willow Wilson   

 I thought this novel was great on so 

many levels! It’s like reading Harry Potter inside of 

Arabian Nights during the Arab Spring. It contains 

philosophy, spirituality, politics, technology, and is 

also an action packed adventure/romance story. 

 Alif is a highly competent hacker living in 

a Middle Eastern security state. He’s not necessari-

ly political, but is very adept at connecting people 

and revealing truths. When “The Hand” of the 

state finds him, all hell breaks loose.  He is assisted 

in his escape by a devout Muslim woman, a spir-

itual leader, and a djinn.  Worlds ancient and 

modern, Eastern and Western collide as Alif at-

tempts to save himself and protect his computer 

contacts. Definitely a story for our times and for all ages, this 

book has it all. Highly recommended.  ~  Dianne 

Man From Berlin by Luke McCallin 

 During World War II an ex-Berlin homi-

cide detective struggles with the new political 

order and his personal demons to find a place 

where he can be true to himself. Wait a minute, 

isn’t this Philip Kerr’s Bernie Gunther? Kerr’s Berlin 

Noir series is the gold standard not only for 

World War II era mysteries but for mysteries in 

general. 

 For the first fifty pages I could not stop 

myself from comparing Bernie Gunther to 

McCallin’s Capt. Gregor Reinhardt. Bernie is pret-

ty self-contained and feels he can master any situa-

tion.  When we first meet Reinhardt, he is holding 

a gun to his head and contemplating pulling the 

trigger and his ambivalence about his situation continues through-

out the book.  

 Once I put Bernie out of my mind I really en-

joyed the mystery. The setting was in and around Sarajevo which 

was extremely interesting. The police procedural part of the story 

was well put together with wheels within wheels in the complex 

plot.  Reinhardt’s unhappy ambivalence about his part in the Ger-

man war effort plays a more and more important part as the nov-

el rushes to its conclusion in the war torn mountains of Bosnia. 

A welcome sequel to Reinhardt’s adventures is in the 

works. ~ Ray 

 

The Son by Philipp Meyer 

 I’m a little stumped about how to re-

view this novel. I’m so in love with it that I find 

myself tripping over adjectives in my rush to get 

them out.  Raw, unsparing, utterly absorbing… 

none of these do it justice. It’s as though I need a 

whole new set of words to describe how damn 

good this book is.  

 At it’s most basic, this multigenerational 

saga is nothing less than the story of Texas itself—

the fall of the Comanches and the rise of the oil 

boom. The anchor of the novel is the life of Eli 

“Colonel” McCullough, from Comanche captive 

to successful oil tycoon. Through his grandson 

and great-granddaughter’s narratives, we learn of 

the Colonel’s legacy as patriarch and larger-than-life family leg-

end.  

 Comparisons to McMurtry and McCarthy are inevitable, 

and Meyer has earned them. This is a phenomenal feat of story-

telling, a brutal and stunning novel that will become a classic of 

the genre. ~ Dana 
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FICTION 
The Beautiful Mystery by Louise Penny 

 How satisfying it is to pick up a book 

that you know you are going to love.  How 

wonderful to settle in and visit your old friends 

Chief Inspector Armand Gamache and Jean-Guy 

Beauvoir of the Surete du Quebec who are about 

to begin a new murder investigation.  It is only 

with a little regret that I find that they will not be 

visiting the village of Three Pines in this book. 

 Instead, they are sent to the northern 

wilderness of Quebec to an old crumbling monas-

tery where the locked doors contain many secrets. 

Within the walls, a murder has been committed. 

No outsiders are ever admitted to Saint-Gilbert-

Entre-Les-Loups, where the monks live in silence 

except for the wonderful music produced by their superb voices.  

When they uncharacteristically decide to raise needed funds by 

producing a CD of ancient chants—the titular “beautiful mys-

tery”—their quiet life begins to fall apart and they are confronted 

with the outside world. Inspector Gamache and Beauvoir must 

face their own demons before the killer is found.  

As with most great mystery series, the book stands on its 

own, but there is also a greater overarching story of the main 

characters.  Penny does an excellent job of blending these togeth-

er so that any reader will be happy with the book.  I always rec-

ommend starting anywhere in a series—grab a used copy and get 

going—but if you really like the author, go back to the beginning 

and get to know the characters as they begin to grow and be-

come nearly real.  ~ Ray 

 

A Once Crowded Sky by Tom King 

 In this quirky and original mix of my-

thology, Dante, comic books, and Arabian 

Nights, King has penned a thoroughly entertain-

ing debut novel about heroes, super or other-

wise. 

 At first, King throws a bunch of balls in 

the air, and I thought, Oooh, boy - some of these 

are going to crash and die. But it turns out that 

King is a master juggler. He not only keeps all the 

balls circling, he adds a chainsaw and a flaming 

torch to the mix, deftly controlling all his story-

lines, maintaining the excitement and tension of 

the act until, finally, he catches each one from the 

blue sky, winding down the show in a phenome-

nal demonstration of control and showmanship. The audience—

only now realizing that it’s been holding its breath—blinks in 

surprise, sucks air into its lungs, and looks around, 

stunned, for someone to share the experience with.  

 In a metafictive twist, King shows us that 

The Story is everything. In this way, each of us is 

eternal. And that is a pretty amazing idea to 

leave a reader with. This is a superhuman 

(pardon the pun) feat of storytelling, deceptive in 

its subject, powerful in its message, and fun as 

hell.  ~ Dana 

 

The Woman Upstairs by Claire Messud 

 Nora Eldridge is the quiet and unassum-

ing “woman upstairs.” She is the unmarried wom-

an in the apartment building who is always smil-

ing and cheerful, bundles her trash neatly, and is 

essentially invisible. This meek elementary school 

teacher, however, is on the cusp of finding her 

voice—a voice which happens to include the f-

word in all capital letters.  

 Claire Messud, author of The Emperor’s 

Children, has drawn a complex character study of 

a woman leading a life of quiet desperation, 

whose dream of being a full-time artist has always 

been put on hold. With the arrival of a new stu-

dent to Appleton Elementary, Nora finds herself 

entranced with the boy and his exotic parents Sirena and Skandar 

Shahid. Sirena, too, is an artist, and it is through this friendship 

that Nora rekindles her artistic flame.  

 As the relationships with the Shahids continue, 

there is a foreshadowing of betrayal by Sirena. Although Nora 

has doubts about Sirena’s sincerity, she is too caught up in getting 

her approval. Nora is plagued by self-doubt, and desperately 

wants someone to “get” her art, and to really see her. 

I loved the descriptions of the artistic process and partic-

ularly of Nora’s work. She creates tiny, perfect dioramas of the 

rooms of Virginia Woolfe, Emily Dickinson, Alice Neel and Edie 

Sedgewick. The symbolism is fascinating, especially in contrast to 

Sirena’s bigger-than-life Wonderland installation. 

I believe that this could prompt a good book club dis-

cussion. I’m still curious about Nora’s obsession with the Shahids. 

Messud provides a great quote about women and their cultural 

training to be sweet and nice and to downplay the intellect, “It 

doesn’t ever occur to you, as you fashion your mask so carefully, 

that it will grow into your skin and graft itself, come to seem 

irremovable.” ~ Lea 

 

Apocalypse Cow by Michael Logan 

 Zombies and cows.  They go together like 

milk and chocolate chip cookies.  Who could have 

guessed?  Well, for starters,  the government offi-

cials and scientists who unwittingly unleashed the 

Apocalypse Cow on Great Britain. If you like zom-

bies, cows, and quirky stories, this book is worth a 

read.   

 In addition to the cows, there are zombie 

cats and dogs, plus other goofy characters like a 

horny, nerdy teenager, his crazy hippie parents, a 

self-conscious, stinky abattoir worker, and a bum-

bling journalist who may or may not succeed in 

getting the story out to save the world. And you 

can read it all with a Scottish accent!  

~ Denise M.  
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PETE’S PICKS 
 
Pete is a good customer with 

great taste in books. Here are 

two that he’s excited about 
right now.  

 

All That Is by James Salter 
Norwegian by Night  

 by Derek B. Miller 

FICTION 
One Last Thing Before I Go by Jonathan Tropper 

 Tropper (This is Where I Leave You) has 

done it again. He has taken the topic of death and 

made it approachable and very funny. Our di-

vorced protagonist lives in an apartment peopled 

mostly by men who have become irrelevant to 

their former family’s lives. He survives by playing 

the drums at weddings and collecting scant royal-

ties from his band’s only hit. He is estranged from 

his college bound daughter. Then he finds out that 

he has a fatal though potentially repairable heart 

defect. By refusing the surgery, he is confronting a 

serious modern dilemma. Is his life worth saving?  

 The dialogue and scenes are spot on. In 

fact, I felt like I was watching a movie of these 

characters’ lives. While I did laughed out loud (and read the funny 

bits to anyone within earshot), the larger feeling is one of tender-

ness, regret, and family. When customers want a funny book with 

some meat to it, Tropper is my go-to author.  This guy really gets 

death and, subsequently, has a great understanding of life. ~ Di-

anne 

   

The Twelve by Justin Cronin     

 Reading Cronin’s follow-up to The Pas-

sage is like walking through a hurricane. No, 

scratch that. Several hurricanes.  The pace roils 

then subsides, only to pick back up again, recede, 

and come back stronger than ever. He’s one of 

those rare writers who forges huge, hard-core, 

chaotic action scenes as viscerally as he tenderly 

paints intimate close-up portraits. He is an author 

with astounding versatility. Seriously, this guy can 

write anything.  

 The Twelve – a reference to the original 

test subjects in The Passage – backtracks in time to 

the onset of the outbreak, overlapping and ex-

panding the story, fleshing it out in surprising and 

often remarkable ways. He winds it all down to a satisfying end-

ing, yet sets up the final volume in the trilogy beautifully. There’s 

enough left unfinished (or just begun) that readers will be impa-

tiently awaiting the next installment. So, so highly recommended.  

~ Dana 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Bookman’s Tale by Charlie Lovett   

 As a bookseller and a book collector, 

any story that comes along containing both as a 

mystery is a sure bet for me.  This well written 

and well researched novel involves the constant 

inquiry into whether William Shakespeare really 

had the education and experience to write all of 

those insightful plays and poems.  

 The protagonist is an antiquarian 

bookseller who comes to England to recover 

from his young wife’s death. While attempting to 

recapture his passion for old books, he comes 

across a portrait from the Victorian era that too 

closely resembles his wife. His quest to find the 

origin of the painting leads him into the Shake-

spearian lair.   The book is well paced with chapters 

alternating between the time of Shakespeare, the early stages of 

the bookseller’s courtship, and the current predicament he now 

finds himself in.  A book lover’s novel from beginning to end, 

both informative and compelling. ~ Dianne 

 

A Working Theory of Love by Scott Hutchins  

 There's no place like San Francisco, and 

it is against this quirky and beautiful backdrop 

that 36-year-old bachelor Neill Bassett struggles 

with the perplexing theories of life and love. Rec-

ognizing that his personal life is stagnant and his 

relationships hollow, Neill devotes his energy to 

his Silicon Valley job developing a sentient and 

intelligent computer. This is where the story gets 

interesting. Neill has been hired specifically to 

transfer his deceased father's journals into a com-

puter program that, if successful, will be able to 

process language and converse with humans. 

 For me, the beauty and the emotion of 

this story lie in the developing relationship be-

tween Neill and his deceased father. During online chats, unan-

swered questions bubble to the surface, the kinds of questions that 

are hard to ask and answer in everyday life. Both son and father 

seem to be seeking some kind of resolution, but is it real, or are 

the answers simply an amalgamation of everyone who comes into 

contact with the program? 

 As Neill begins to open up to his past, he also begins to 

assess his relationships which to date have been fairly shallow and 

unsuccessful. He's involved with several women in the story, and 

through some soul-searching begins to ferret out what is truly 

important to him.  This would be a good book club selection!   

~ Lea 
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Did you know… 
We have our very own U.P. 

Poet Laureate? 

 
Russ Thorburn of Marquette 

earned the inaugural honor. 
We have his latest book of  

poetry, Misfit Hearts, in stock.  
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NONFICTION 
Boom, Bust, Boom:  A Story about Copper, the Metal 

That Runs the World by Bill Carter 

 Carter’s story about copper centers on 

his hometown, the old mining town of Bisbee, 

Arizona, but he takes side trips to far flung places 

like Alaska and Indonesia to tell the full story of 

the copper mining industry. Full of entertaining 

facts, this book is equal parts social history, min-

ing-town history and environmental investigation. 

It gets very personal for Carter when he finds the 

ground around his home in Bisbee is contaminat-

ed with double the acceptable levels of arsenic.   

 At times overly polemical, Carter does 

point out how dangerous mining operations can 

be to the environment and the workers. It’s some-

thing we should all be aware of here in Michigan, even though 

our once powerful copper industry is now mostly defunct. 

(Michigan only gets a small mention in the book.) Carter also 

makes it clear how dependent our civilization is on copper, es-

sential to almost every human enterprise, leaving us with no 

choice than to do absolutely the best we can to mine safely. ~ 

Ray 

 

The World’s Strongest Librarian: A Memoir of Tourette’s, 

Faith, Strength, and the Power of Family  by 

Josh Hanagarne   

 This unusual memoir is a pleasure and a 

revelation to read. Josh grows up in a supportive 

Mormon family in Utah. His Tourette’s Syn-

drome was diagnosed in high school, though the 

symptoms showed up much earlier than that. 

What makes this story fun and inspiring is how he 

copes with an illness that is so out of his control. 

One of the many things I learned about Tou-

rette’s is that you don’t recognize that you are 

flailing about or shouting/swearing during the 

event.  The physicality of the outbursts burns a lot 

of calories.    

 Josh eventually reaches 6’7”. Recognizing his 

scrawniness, his dad encourages him to weight lift. The repetitive 

strenuous exercise focuses his mind, though never enough to 

keep the tics at bay. So, to create even more self control, he be-

comes a librarian! He has so many insights into faith, family, and 

functioning despite one’s personal limitations that everyone will 

learn a thing or two about themselves and those around us.   

Very good. ~ Dianne 

 

 

Road to Valor by Aili and Andres McConnon 

 Road to Valor is the true story of an 

Italian cyclist who won the Tour de France in 

1938 and 1948, still the greatest amount of time 

between wins in this grueling race.  Gino Bartali’s 

racing career was interrupted by World War II 

and therein lies the rest of the story. 

 It’s difficult to imagine how big bicycle 

racing was back then.  Before automobiles were 

so common, the bike was how most people got 

more than a few miles from home.  Bicycle racing 

was ubiquitous with races— local, regional, na-

tional—going on constantly.  The champions 

were like rock stars.  Everyone in Italy knew Gino 

Bartali’s face. 

 After his first Tour de France win, the Italian 

fascists tried to present Bartali as the iconic athletic Italian man 

ready to conquer the world.  They interfered with his training 

and how he competed in races.  The war paused most racing and 

all international events, but Bartali kept training. When Italy sur-

rendered, the Germans took over and began deporting Jews to 

Germany.  It was at this point Bartali was approached to carry 

forged documents which would allow some Jews to escape.  

Since his face was well known and it wasn’t unusual to see him 

cycling long distances through the countryside, he was the perfect 

person for this kind of job.  

The mix of personal fortitude, history and sports (the 

cycling sections are fascinating) should appeal to people who 

enjoyed Unbroken.  This would make a great book club read. ~ 

Ray 

 

Mastermind: How to Think Like Sherlock Holmes 

 by Maria Konnikova 

 Maria Konnikova’s Mastermind is a 

brave attempt at understanding and synthesizing 

the detective skills of Western literature’s most 

infamous detective. Part psychology class, part 

logic course, part literature review, Mastermind 

lays out Sherlock Holmes’ fundamental ap-

proaches to problem solving—from induction to 

humility. Konnikova paints a picture of the 

thought patterns Doyle bestowed on his beloved 

Holmes.  

 I am now equipped to begin flexing my 

observational, objective, and imaginative muscles 

more appropriately. Mastermind helped me un-

derstand how my own heuristics have formed, the general fault 

in their assumptions, and how to begin tweaking them for more 

objective reasoning. Juxtaposing what Konnikova terms System 

Holmes and System Watson, she helps one to understand how to 

not let the tricksy brain get in the way of observing the world as 

it is, rather than how one wants to see it. Upon cracking Master-

mind, I found myself catching presumptive 

behaviors and correcting for limited range rather 

than allowing my default System Watson to direct 

my perception. ~ Michael 
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The Fault in Our Stars by John Green 

 Hazel Grace is the wry and witty teen-aged narrator of The Fault in Our Stars, the latest novel by John Green, 

a Printz medalist and best-selling young adult author. Hazel has her act together with one big exception, she is facing 

her probable death from thyroid cancer. We first meet her in a support group for kids with cancer, and we are imme-

diately drawn to her sarcasm and realistic assessment of her situation. Picture Ellen Page in the movie Juno. This book is 

the antithesis to the positive affirmation, touchy-feely kids with cancer stories that were popular when I was young.  

 This is a great book for readers of all ages. Most of us have years to figure the meanings we assign to our 

lives, but how do you do it in 16 or 17 years? How do you navigate your first love when you are both so vulnerable? 

The questions are tough, but we can each learn something about ourselves from this story. Green has developed full-

dimensional characters who are funny and endearing and very human. Isaac, another support group member who is 

losing his eye-sight to cancer, is the perfect foil for Hazel and her new boyfriend Augustus. This book was a recent selec-

tion for my book club, and received high praise and prompted great discussion. Highly recommended. ~ Lea 

Young Adult 
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336 pages 
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The Best Place by Tyler Tichelaar 

 An irritating best friend gained during a childhood spent in a Catholic orphanage, a father who became a 

Communist and went to Russia in the 1930s, and 3:00 a.m. visits to The Pancake House. Such is the life of Lyla 

Hopewell. But in the summer of 2005, when her old boyfriend Bill has a heart attack, her best friend Bel really gets on 

her nerves, and Finn Fest comes to Marquette, things will change for Lyla. 

 Joined by a cast of Marquette’s most eccentric and endearing characters—the foul-mouthed fourteen-year-old 

Josie; ninety-three-year-old Eleanor, still trying to fix her little brother’s love life; ex-boyfriend and blunt womanizer, 

Bill; blind Mary Mitchell and her ornery sister Florence; the sweet but romantically confused cabdriv- er Sybil; 

and many, many more—Lyla recounts her life-story as she comes to terms with her past. After years 

of feeling unloved, neglected, frustrated, and unfulfilled, can Lyla finally find her own best place?  ~ 

publisher description 

 

Also by Tyler: My Marquette 

This is a personal tour through the streets of Marquette, filled with history, pictures, and personal observations of 

our beautiful town. A perfect memento for your out-of-town guests.  

LOCAL BOOK 

$24.95 

432 pages 

Marquette Fict. 
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LOREN GRAHAM 
 

August 24    1-2 p.m. 

 

Death at the Lighthouse: A Grand Island Riddle 

(Loren is the author of Face in the Rock)  

  
 
 
 
 
 

JOE HEYWOOD 
September 21   1-3 p.m. 

 

Killing a Cold One 

A Grady Service  Woodscop mystery 

Book available 9/3  


