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Under the Wide and Starry Sky by Nancy Horan 

 From the author of Loving Frank is a 

new book about the passionate and fiery 18-year 

romance between Fanny Van de Grift Osbourne 

and Robert Louis Stevenson. Both fiercely crea-

tive and full of life, these two enthralling and 

unique people paired up for adventures that 

most of us would never dream.  

 Under the Wide and Starry Sky is a 

fervent love story, but honest in its portrayal of 

flawed yet endearing characters. Theirs is a fan-

tastical story—Louis was a sickly boy confined to 

his bed during childhood where he made up 

tales to entertain himself, and Fanny (10 years his 

senior) was an independent woman who left a 

philandering husband and moved to France in hopes of a better 

life. Horan gracefully brings to life their relationship and enduring 

bond, describing a resolute Fanny at Louis’ bedside as he franti-

cally wrote his masterpieces. Despite (and because of) Louis’ life-

long and debilitating illnesses, he and Fanny traveled the South 

Seas, where he ultimately became an ardent and outspoken sup-

porter of indigenous peoples.  

This book hits the mark with beautiful storytelling, fasci-

nating lives, a complex and forward-thinking heroine, a literary 

genius who seemingly channeled his writing, surreal encounters 

with islanders, and a torrid love affair. This will undoubtedly be 

on my top-ten list for 2014. ~ Lea 

 

 

On Such a Full Sea by Chang-Rae Lee 

       I have read all of Lee’s novels and thought 

most of them to be outstanding. He is very 

much in tune with America’s late 20th century 

immigrant experience. I have learned much 

about the opportunities and barriers that even 

the most educated of immigrants face. So imag-

ine my surprise when I pick up this new novel 

and find it set in America, but in the future. Oh 

no! Not another dystopian novel! Although this 

genre has been around for a while, there cur-

rently seems to be a plethora of these fictions. 

But, it’s Chang-Rae Lee so I read it.  

 Like most of his work, I couldn’t put it 

down. His storytelling is so imaginative and his 

writing is so honest and representational of his characters. But 

what really propelled me through this unsettling story is how 

close to home it really is. Most futuristic fiction takes a disturbing 

fact or trend then proceeds to make it our worst nightmare. This 

story holds a mirror up to our world and distorts it just enough 

to make us question what’s actually happening and what’s 

wacked out. Most thought provoking of all is the question of 

how do we keep this scenario from occurring? 

      I realize that I haven’t discussed the plot. Suffice to say a 

young “worker bee” woman, Fan, leaves the protected confines 

of her domain and crosses barriers that she is not meant to expe-

rience. Amongst her people, her brave story becomes legend. For 

the reader, her quest takes us on an eerily familiar tour of the 

future. Very highly recommended. ~ Dianne    
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FICTION 
By Blood We Live by Glen Duncan 

 Talulla is a relatively new werewolf. 

She’s been tested, though, more than any one 

person should have to endure. As Duncan’s new 

book opens, Talulla is living comfortably with her 

pack (lover, children, and friends) and keeping her 

head down. On the other side of the world, Rem-

shi, a vampire who’s been around for twenty mil-

lennia, wakes from a long hibernation. He and 

Talulla have been sharing dreams. Despite the 

inherent revulsion between the two species, these 

dreams bind the fates of our main characters.  Per-

haps the best way to discuss this novel is by look-

ing at the title. Blood binds maker and progeny, 

mother and child; it is also the food of choice for 

our characters, and they spill quite a bit of it. But it’s too easy to 

get stuck on the gore. I would propose that the most significant 

word in the title is “live,” for what this trilogy is about is the de-

sire for life. To exist. And if, like Talulla, you’re lucky enough to 

do it with your pack – your family – then it is worth hanging 

about for a few centuries.  

 After reading all three of Duncan’s lycanthrope novels, I 

have decided that he is, deep down, a romantic. Each book in the 

trilogy is a love story – between Jake and Talulla, between Talulla 

and her children, and this last book has too many to list. And it is 

love that drives plot and characters toward the surprising finale. 

 With frequent nods to Vladimir Nabokov, Henry Miller, 

and Robert Browning, this is not your typical werewolf novel. 

Duncan offers more than enough action to satisfy 

the most diehard werewolf fans, 

yet there is enough literary meat 

to chew on for those who like a 

little bit of introspection with their 

side of blood.  ~ Dana 

 

 
Read these first: 

 

Road to Reckoning by Robert Lautner 

 Following twelve year old Thomas Wag-

ner on a life and death adventure kept me torn 

between pity and reverence. The death of his 

mother to the pox and murder of his father (a 

Colt handgun salesman) leaves Thomas orphaned 

and penniless, testing his will to survive. 

 Meeting raucous ex-Ranger Henry Stands 

turns the cards for Thomas. The unlikely pair be-

come partners of sorts on a journey to report the 

murder of Thomas’s father and claim the commis-

sion on pistol orders with Sam Colt. Stands has a 

remarkable John Wayne feel to him. His experi-

ence, rough lifestyle and “back of his hand” way 

of teaching right and wrong - slightly laced with 

compassion - are exactly what Thomas needs to deal with his 

situation, providing hope and maybe even a father figure or a 

hero. 

 This is a fast paced novel with interesting characters, 

murder, vengeance, history, blood, and blazing guns. I just wasn't 

ready for the story to end.  ~ Dale (customer) 

 

The Museum of Extraordinary Things by Alice Hoffman 

 This is a breathtaking and atmospheric 

novel about two young adults coming of age in 

New York City at the turn of the 20th Century. 

Coralie has lived her entire life in a Coney Island 

freak show which is run by her overbearing and 

self-serving father. Eddie, a young Russian immi-

grant who is estranged from his Orthodox Jewish 

father, is making his way as a photographer. Their 

lives intersect for one brief moment on a moonlit 

night while Eddie is taking photographs in the 

woods, and a mystical attraction develops be-

tween them.  

 One day Eddie happens upon a fire with 

camera in hand and photographs the famous Tri-

angle Shirtwaist Factory Fire where nearly 150 people—mostly 

young women—perished because the exits were locked. The 

book depicts with historic accuracy the dehumanizing ways in 

which immigrants were treated by their employers, and how the 

fire propelled the workers’ rights movement.  

In the meantime, Coralie bears witness to the cruelty to 

which her father subjects the “oddities” and “freaks” who come 

to work for him each tourist season. She comes to realize that she 

is as much his captive as the 100-year-old turtle that her father 

also displays. Despite her circumstances, the reader senses an inde-

pendence and strength in Coralie that will propel her into a bet-

ter future.  

Amid the harsh realities of the book, one also finds an 

abundance of magic, kindness, hope, and love. Alice Hoffman is a 

beautiful storyteller and this is a very mesmerizing story. Replete 

with symbolism, this is an ideal book club pick with themes still 

very relevant today. Highly recommend but if you are an animal 

lover like me, you may have to skip a couple of scenes. ~ Lea 

  

A Natural History of Dragons-A Memoir by Lady Trent by 

Marie Brennan 

 Victorian manners meet fantastical sci-

ence in this enjoyable “memoir” of a lady dragon

-hunter. As a young newlywed, Lady Trent is al-

lowed to join her husband on a dragon expedi-

tion in what sounds like mountainous Russia. 

She’s been dissecting critters all of her life and is 

especially fascinated by dragons-large and small. 

The expedition faces threats from both the not 

too friendly creatures and the culture that is 

forced to live with them.  

 Fantasy seems at its best to me when 

despite the mythological creatures and invented 

settings the reader can actually believe that all of 

this is true. That’s how this story feels. It’s a fun flight through the 

early stages of natural history and the last stag-

es of the existence of dragons.  ~ Dianne 
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FICTION 
 The Supremes at Earl’s All-You-Can-Eat by Edward Kelsey 

Moore 

 The luckiest of us have a place - restau-

rant, bar, even a  bookstore - where we feel wel-

comed and at home. A place, as the theme song 

says, “where everybody knows your name.” In 

Plainview, Indiana, that place is Earl’s All-You-Can

-Eat Diner, and Odette, Clarice, and Barbara-Jean 

are the reigning queens.  Every Sunday afternoon, 

you’ll find these ladies at the window table, hold-

ing court, surrounded by family and friends.  

 Individually, they are three women bat-

tling middle age and all the problems that come 

with it. Together, the trio - known since high 

school as The Supremes - is a force to be reckoned 

with.  Over the course of this novel, each of the gals is tested, and 

each finds within herself a surprising resiliency.  

 So far, this review makes this novel sound like a fluffy, 

feel-good chick book. It’s not. You guys know me better than 

that.  What sets this outstanding debut apart are the surprises 

Moore throws at us. Odette, Clarice and  Barbara-Jean find them-

selves faced with issues common to many women, but Moore 

puts a ingenious spin on each, creating genuinely touching scenes 

and laugh out loud moments. (And not “oh, that was cute” snick-

ers, but startled chortles that will wake up whoever’s sleeping 

next to you.)   
 The regulars at Earl’s - the whole eccentric bunch of ’em 

- are people you want to know and spend time with, even the 

crazy ones. This is an unexpectedly fine read, one that I recom-

mend to both men and women wholeheartedly. ~ Dana  

 

The Unchangeable Spots of Leopards by Kristopher Jansma 

 This novel is a surprising and clever liter-

ary read. The narrator and the entire plot blur the 

lines between fact and fiction, and therein lies the 

fun. The main protagonist has always wanted to 

be a writer. As his attempts at writing and just 

plain living are consistently thwarted, he learns to 

live his life by appropriating other people’s work 

and lives.  

 If you thought that Yan Martel’s book 

Life of Pi was about creating a mythology for 

one’s life, than you’ll enjoy recognizing that Jans-

ma has written the bible on how to set up one’s 

own fictions. This story helped renew my admira-

tion for original, creative fiction.  I think that this 

is a must read for anyone who lives to write and writes to live. 

Highly recommended. ~ Dianne 

 

 

 

 

 

 

People in the Trees by Hanya Yanagihara 

       I am always amazed when an author’s first 

novel carries so much maturity, insight, and 

weight. Set in the mid-20th century on a remote 

Pacific island, a scientific team discovers a speci-

men that would change our concept of mortality. 

Part mystery, part eco-parable, and totally full of 

moral ambiguity, this story is propelled by an 

unreliable narrator who is equal parts fascinating 

and repellant.  

 One can read it from an interest in biol-

ogy and anthropology or as a cautionary tale 

about the ethical boundaries of science. Written 

as a memoir with an appendix in the back and 

maps on the endpapers (I love maps on the end-

papers!) this well written story is captivating from beginning to 

end.  Fans of Ann Patchett’s State of Wonder would certainly 

enjoy this adventure story. ~ Dianne 

 

The Painted Girls by Cathy Marie Buchanan 

 I have always loved Edgar Degas’ pastels 

of the ballerinas in the floodlights on the Paris 

stage. But behind the beauty of the Impressionist 

canvases was the gritty reality of Montmarte, a 

neighborhood where street urchins struggled for 

daily survival, while nearby, wealthy ballet pa-

trons arrived at the opera house in elegant car-

riages and dressed in finery.   

 The Painted Girls is about three sisters, 

all “petit rats” (young ballerinas in training at the 

Paris Opera) hoping to rise above poverty via 

their love of dance. This novel was inspired by 

the young Marie van Goethem, a ballerina who 

modeled for Degas’ sculpture “Little Dancer of 14 Years.” Critics 

reacted strongly and with shock to the wax statue. Even today 

the statue evokes strong feelings. 

Degas called the petit rats his “little monkeys,” and re-

quired them to hold painful and awkward poses for hours on end 

until he could show their fatigue and weariness. In this book, 

Cathy Buchanan imbues Degas’ character with kindness, and the 

resulting story is more about the models than Degas and his re-

ported misogyny. 

In the Paris of the late 1800s, the options for three sisters 

with no father and an absinthe-addicted mother were grim. At 

the time, ballet was not considered to be a form of high art, but it 

did provide a partial living. Could these sisters dance their way to 

a better life?  

Buchanan has created a story that shows the dichotomy of the 

beauty in art and of the suffering beneath, as well as the im-

portance and even disappointment of dreaming. It’s a beautiful 

story about the bonds of sisterhood amid the struggles of pov-

erty, set during an amazing artistic movement in Paris. The book 

is really enjoyable and gives a great glimpse into a fascinating era. 

~ Lea 
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FICTION 

 

NONFICTION 
Careless People: Murder, Mayhem, and the Invention of 

The Great Gatsby by Sarah Churchwell 

 When the Great Gatsby was first pub-

lished in 1925, it was dismissed by critics as mere 

melodrama. Deemed a superficial story with 

characters taken straight from the pages of the 

newspapers, it wasn’t until several years after 

Fitzgerald’s death that critics began to see the 

novel in a new light. Readers and reviewers 

eventually came to see The Great Gatsby as one 

of the great American novels.  

 Careless People is actually the biography 

of a book. Using newspaper stories and the Fitz-

geralds’ scrapbooks and correspondence, author 

Sarah Churchwell takes us on a guided tour of 

1922 when Scott and Zelda were the darlings of the New York 

party scene. Readers gain insight into the era in which Jay Gatsby 

and Daisy Buchanan came to life.  

 Interspersed between the doings of Scott and 

Zelda, Churchwell also recounts a notorious murder case playing 

out in the headlines of 1922. I’m not sure that I share the author’s 

contention that this murder may have played a role in Gatsby, 

but it certainly was an interesting aside.   

This is a great read for those readers hungry for all things 

Scott and Zelda and their larger-than-life personalities. Where else 

could you get a list of 65 terms for degrees of drunkenness during 

prohibition. My favorites? Squiffy, scrooched, owled, spifflicated 

and ossified. ~ Lea 

 

 

 

 

 

Her by Christa Parravani 

 This is a hauntingly beautiful memoir 

about twin sisters, offering a poetic description of 

how their lives and identities are interwoven on a 

level beyond common understanding. Did you 

know that when an identical twin dies, there is a 

50 percent chance that the surviving twin will die 

within the next two years? In this book, Christa 

Parravani shares a uniquely creative account of 

her struggle to survive her sister Cara’s death at 

age 28.  

 Their relationship makes for fascinating 

reading beyond the typical memoir, as both wom-

en are supremely gifted in the arts, one in litera-

ture and the other in photography. As children, 

the girls sheltered each other and provided safe haven from an 

abusive father, and later a strict military stepfather. Their bond 

continues, even as they marry and have successful teaching ca-

reers.  

Their lives are changed forever, however, when Cara’s 

life is shattered by an act of random violence. While nothing has 

ever been able to separate the sisters, this brutal act drives a 

wedge in their shared experience and leaves one twin fighting to 

keep the other from spiraling into a crevasse of mental illness and 

drug use. I found myself returning to the captivating and ghostly 

cover photograph trying to decipher Cara’s emotional turmoil in 

the moment.  

 This memoir is raw in its honesty. Parravani accesses a 

pool of psychological material and is willing to share her darkest 

and most unflattering moments. Perhaps it is their sadly tenuous 

ability to cope that makes this story so compelling. Ultimately she 

must make a choice: surrender to the grief, or claim her future 

without guilt. ~ Lea 
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 The Radiance of Tomorrow by Ishmael Beah 

 Beah’s previous work, A Long Way Gone, is a memoir about becoming a child soldier in Sierra Leone. It is part 

brutal telling and part miraculous intervention. It has become a modern classic in war memoirs and is used in many 

curriculums. Writing a good novel is not easy to do. One needs to have an historical and cultural understanding of the 

place and time plus a phenomenal imagination to create the characters and plot. Beah has pulled it off with sincere cre-

ative flair. He has imagined a story about returning to your home and finding the inevitable change and developments. 

But development is not synonymous with progress. So when the mining companies move in, any hope for stability, 

education, and clean water goes away. I thought that local readers might not find this book relevant to their lives until I 

came to this passage. Their experience is perhaps closer to home that we initially think:  

“They had come to mine rutile. Rutile is used as a coating on welding rods, paint pigment, 

plastics, paper, and foods, and in sunscreen to protect against ultraviolet rays. And wherever 

rutile is found, you also find zircon, ilmenite, bauxite, and in the case of Lion Mountain, dia-

monds. The company obtains a permit for only one mineral, but the workers learn the truth.” 

 One of the literary tactics that Beah uses successfully is to bring the oral tradition into his writing. The imagery 

that these phrases conjure is poetic and fanciful. They give this war-torn place a tangible essence. The reader can feel the 

traditional past, the make-shift present, and the necessary hope for the future. Like any gift, once a story is told it no longer belongs to 

the teller. This novel is an offering from afar that the reader can take in any direction they so choose. This story is indeed a gift from 

one of Africa’s most famous contemporary writers. Highly recommended. ~ Dianne 
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KIDS / YOUNG ADULTS 

Out of My Mind by Sharon Draper 

 If you read just one middle reader with 

your child this year, I recommend that this book 

be the one. It is told from the standpoint of a 

severely handicapped eleven year old with Cere-

bral Palsy. She is also brilliant - like Stephen Hawk-

ing brilliant - yet can’t speak a word. She lets us in 

on the inner secrets of her life: her inquisitive 

mind, her frustrations, and her desire to fit in 

somewhere in her middle school world. 

 When a specialized computer helps her 

realize some of her goals, her parents and the rest 

of the world have to reckon with her. Most peo-

ple are not ready for what she has to say. Therein 

lies the suspense, fun, and necessary corrections that come with 

the understanding that we are usually more alike than different. 

This well written story is outstanding for young and old alike.  

~ Dianne  

 

The Boy on the Porch by Sharon Creech 

 Creech is known for her ability to give 

the reader a glimpse into the lives of people who 

you may not know, but have certainly heard 

about. Marta and John are chosen to care for a 

young speechless boy who has been dropped off 

on their rural porch. They meet his basic needs, 

learn to understand (some) of his tapping coded 

language, and, like all caregivers experience love, 

hope, and worry in equal measures. The conse-

quences of their generous actions change their 

lives forever. This dear book contains much won-

der and more than a little anxiety. Any reader will 

root for these trusting, responsible people.  

~ Dianne 

 Hostage Three by Nick Lake 

 The newest book by the winner of the 

2013 Printz Prize is a suspenseful, thought-

provoking contemporary story. A wealthy British 

family purchases a yacht intending to sail around 

the world. They and their small crew are captured 

and held hostage by pirates off the coast of Soma-

lia. Hostage Three is seventeen year old Amy, 

whose notions of the value of life are about to be 

changed forever. As in his previous YA work, In 

Darkness, which is set in Haiti, Lake makes sure 

that we have all sides of the story. His research 

and insight plus the ability to tell a great story 

changes our perspective on how the world does 

and doesn’t work. Highly recommended.  

~ Dianne 

  

Sophie Scott Goes South by Alison Lester 

 First of all, this picture book has a 

map on the endpapers, as all great books 

should. (I also appreciate time-lines and 

family trees, if needed.) Nine year old 

Sophie travels on an ice breaker with her 

father to deliver supplies to Mawson Sta-

tion, Antarctica. She experiences icebergs, 

penguins, whales, seals, and a blizzard. 

Once at the Station, we learn about life in 

the frozen South. The book is designed as a 

journal with detailed drawings and photo-

graphs. There is much to learn for young 

and old alike. Very clever and very creative. ~ Dianne 
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Valley of the Cats by Gretchen Preston 

 Hold onto your hat! Buckle your seat belt! 

Boonie, River, and your favorite Valley friends are 

excited to have you join them in Valley of the Cats: 

Earth, Wind and Sky. Readers will ponder the con-

cept of infinity when the cats gaze into opposing 

mirrors. Daydream along with River in a puffy 

cumulous cloud and discover new wild animal 

tracks! 

 Don't fret adventure lovers: this third 

book in the Valley Cat series is full of funand ad-

venture! You'll go on a boat-camping trip to Grand 

Island, take a terrifying slide down a toboggan run, 

and embark on a sailing trip on beautiful Lake Su-

perior. 

 Fourteen new fun-filled chapters are ac-

companied by more spectacular Karin Neumann 

illustrations. Fifth grade reading level, but great for 

kids of all ages.  ~ from publisher description 

 

A Cool Summer Tail by Carrie Pearson 

 When summer heats up, animals find ways 

to stay cool. In A Cool Summer Tail animals wonder 

how humans stay cool too. Do they dig under the 

dirt, grow special summer hair, or only come out at 

night? This sequel to the popular picture book, A 

Warm Winter Tail, features many of 

same animals, but this time, with their 

summer adaptations, offering an im-

portant "compare and contrast" oppor-

tunity.   ~ from publisher description 

 


