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Arcadia by Lauren Groff 

 Part of me wants to tell everyone about 

this novel, to walk around wearing a sandwich 

board and hand out copies to people on the 

street. I would tell anyone I encounter about 

what a rare book this is, how the language itself 

becomes almost a physical presence in your life, 

how the characters break your heart with their 

idealism and all-too-human fallibilities. I would 

explain that this book is astounding in its insight 

and understanding, and that it’s hard to believe 

such graceful writing can exist in a second novel.  I 

would reassure them that, no, you don’t have to 

know anything (or care) about living on a com-

mune to understand the setting or the folks inhabiting it; Groff 

brings it all vividly to life.  

 The other part of me, the selfish part, wants to hold this 

book close, to dole it out only to those who will properly cherish 

the experience, to hand it gently to someone and say, “Here, this 

is a wondrous thing. Take your time with it. Treat it right.”  

 I know I’m straying into hyperbole here. I know this isn’t 

a universal book in the way that, say To Kill a Mockingbird is. 

Not everyone will love it. I know that. But some books strike a 

chord and resonate deep within the reader, and this one hit just 

the right note with me. I loved it, was emotionally wrecked for 

the last thirty pages, and still reeling days later.  I just realized I 

haven’t told you what Arcadia is about; I also just realized that it 

doesn’t really matter. This one is about the writing, not the plot, 

though that’s pretty amazing, too.   ~ Dana 

 

Carry the One by Carol Anshaw 

 This contemporary novel has a lot of 

intelligence and kick. A car load of drunk/drugged 

young adults leave a wedding reception and hit 

and kill a child on a dark road. They spend the 

rest of their lives “carrying the one”. How their 

guilt plays out throughout their lives makes this 

story tough, tender, and funny.  Funny is what 

makes this well written work real and compelling. 

In fact, as I read about this family, I began to won-

der which “one” is actually being carried. Even if 

you don’t have a tragic event in your past, you 

will probably be able to identify with the love that 

holds a family together, and can always potentially 

pull it apart. The book reminds me of another re-

cent favorite of mine, This is Where I Leave You (Tropper). Fam-

ily with all of its Crazy Love. I predict that this will be a big book 

for this author.  ~ Dianne 

 

Death of Kings by Bernard Cornwell 

 It’s 899 A.D. and the Saxon kingdom in 

the south of Britain is in uneasy equilibrium with the 

Danes in the north.  Alfred the Great is dying and 

his hope of a unified kingdom of England is still 

unfulfilled.  Lord Uhtred, Saxon born, Viking raised, 

sword hand of Alfred, knows what must come—

war with the Danes. 

 Bernard Cornwell (the Sharpe novels) con-

tinues the Saxon Tales series with this sixth install-

ment.  You should really start this terrific series at 

the beginning, but you can jump right in anywhere 

to see if this is for you.  Cornwell is known for me-

ticulous historical detail, which makes these much 

more than swashbuckling adventure stories although 

they are that too.  Historical characters are carefully drawn and 

sketchy historical events are filled out in a completely believable 

manner.  Lord Uhtred is fictional, a brutal man of his time, and 

acts as a pivot for the action of the novel. 

I would recommend these novels not only to historical 

novel fans, but also  to fantasy fans.  Tolkien’s Middle Earth is 

very much like Saxon Britain if you eliminate the dwarves, elves 

and such.  Lord Uhtred is pretty much like Aragorn of Lord of the 

Rings, which makes these great crossover novels for readers tired 

of magic swords and rings.  Forget the magic swords—Uhtred 

carries the real thing. ~ Ray 

Others in this series: Last Kingdom, Pale Horseman,  Lords of 

the North, Sword Song , Burning Land 

 

Silent Oligarch by Chris Morgan Jones 

 Benjamin Webster, an investigator at a London 

corporate investigation firm, is hired to try to bring 

down a shadow Russian bureaucrat who has gained 

control of much of the Russian oil industry.  His 

target is Richard Locke, the public face of this vast 

international money laundering scheme run by the 

Russian oligarch.  As Webster closes in, people start 

dying—and running. 

In the tradition of John Le Carre, this cerebral 

novel of international intrigue submerges the 

reader in the murky schemes of a shadow world.   

 Chris Morgan Jones worked at the world’s 

largest business intelligence agency for eleven years. 

He is writing about what he knows.  The writing is 

simply terrific, well paced and the book is hard to 

put down. I highly recommend it. As a bonus, you get a look at 

the Cayman Islands from a money launderer’s perspective—the 

island home of large off shore bank accounts held by certain 

Americans of note. ~ Ray 
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The Year We Left Home by Jean Thompson 

 This story starts with the Erickson family 

– dad, mom, sisters, brothers, devout Lutherans, 

pureblood Norwegians – in their small farm town 

in Iowa in the early 70s.  Over the next thirty 

years, it chronicles their individual and intersecting 

lives – and some others, like Cousin Chip (LOVE 

cousin Chip).  It’s written as an episodic narrative, 

so each chapter focuses on one member at that 

time and place in his or her life.  It’s an incredibly 

effective way to tell their stories.  

 Even with lapses of years between meet-

ing a character again, I feel like I know each of 

these people much better than I would with a 

more sustained narrative, or a smaller time frame.  

This could also be attributed simply to Thompson’s strength as a 

writer.  It’s also filled with the American culture and politics – 

local and national, from 1970 to about 2000 - including Vietnam, 

banks buying up farm land, elections, and more.   

 Jean Thompson shows us people who are so real that 

while I detested their actions at times I had a hard time judging 

them, which many of us do with real people we meet.  I feel like 

if you get to know anyone well enough you can empathize with 

why they do the things they do, why they are the way they are.  

Thompson gives us this.  It’s a humbling experience to read this 

novel, to know this family in this time and place in our own his-

tory.  I recommend this highly. ~ Brianna 

 

Gods of Gotham by Lindsay Faye 

 1845. New York City is experiencing 

growing pains. A recent tsunami of Irish immi-

grants floods the city, taxing its infrastructure and 

threatening the safety of all its citizens. The au-

thority of the  newly minted police force is barely 

recognized, let alone respected, and chaos threat-

ens. Into this mess steps Tim Wilde, a former bar-

tender who is neither trained nor prepared for his 

new job as a Copper Star. But he has good in-

stincts, is street savvy, and can talk “flash.” He 

proves surprisingly adept at solving crimes, which 

is fortunate, because his first major case is a doozy.   

 And Faye is such a talented writer that 

we’re right there with Tim, on the streets, stepping over garbage, 

talking the talk, breaking up fights, and solving murders.  She’s 

done her research, and it shows; everything, down to the last 

detail, feels authentic, not romanticized. The often violent rela-

tions between the local Protestants and the Irish Catholics is one 

of the central conflicts of the book. Mid-nineteenth century NYC 

was a rough and tumble kind of place, and her characters and 

plot reflect that.   

 Yet there are some really lovely moments in this story, 

too.  Tim’s relationships with the woman he’s in love with, a 

child he rescues from a brothel, and his brother Val are complex 

and sometimes downright touching. There are no easy answers 

for Tim, either in his professional or personal life.  This is going to 

be a big book, I think. The word “atmospheric” is going to get 

thrown around a lot, as are comparisons to Caleb Carr’s excep-

tional classic The Alienist.  Both are apt descriptions.  This is a fine 

period mystery, and I really hope there’s another Tim Wilde book 

in the works. ~ Dana 

Gods Without Men by Hari Kunzru 

  I had difficulty putting down this book. I 

am also having difficulty trying to review it. 

What’s it about? Well…..It has an encompassing 

mystical embrace, but is very much grounded in 

reality. It has historical perspective, but many of its 

characters are waiting for communications from 

outer space. All of this energy comes together at 

Pinnacle Rocks in a California desert.  

 A young New York couple take their 

severely autistic son on a vacation. He disappears 

at the Rocks. When he reappears he is profoundly 

different. This is just one of many transformational 

themes in the novel. If you have read David 

Mitchell, especially Cloud Atlas and Ghostwritten, 

you might get a feel for this skillfully orchestrated, counter-

cultural mind-expanding quest. I can highly recommend it to 

readers who seek out intelligent, imaginative fiction. I just can’t 

describe it.  ~ Dianne 

 

Field Gray by Philip Kerr 

 Philip Kerr’s detective Bernie Gunther has 

the unenviable task of trying to live a relatively 

moral life in Germany during the 1930s and 1940s. 

Things don’t get much better in the 1950s. He’s in 

trouble. His life as a detective in Berlin before the 

war is far behind him and, finally, after years in a 

Russian POW camp, he is theoretically free. But 

now he is being kicked around by various intelli-

gence services, including the Americans and he must 

find a way out. 

 Kerr’s writing has been compared to Ray-

mond Chandler and so it is.  It’s easy to imagine 

Bernie Gunther in a Bogart trenchcoat, hands in 

pockets, walking through wet, dark, shadowed 

streets, pulling his fedora a little lower over his eyes.  

 The critically acclaimed first three Bernie Gunter novels 

have been put together in one volume called Berlin Noir.  You 

can’t go wrong here and it would be a great place to get started 

on this series. Although Field Gray is set in the early fifties, much 

of the story takes place in earlier decades, providing plenty of 

back story to make this a stand alone novel. ~ 

Ray 

 

 

Bernie returns in APRIL in Prague Fatale. 

We’ll have a review next month. 

 

Whole series: 

Berlin Noir Trilogy (includes March 

Violets,  Pale Criminal, & German Requiem) 

The One From the Other 
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If the Dead Rise Not 
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Charles and Emma: The Darwins’ Leap of Faith by Deborah Heiligman 

 The winner of three prizes for young adult literature in 2011, this historical account of the marriage of Charles 

Darwin and Emma Wedgwood is well researched and fascinating. These two first cousins discussed their religious differ-

ences in depth. Despite their different views, they genuinely loved and supported each other. Charles and Emma were 

raised to be inquisitive individuals and they encouraged the same in their ten children.  

 They spent many years analyzing the minute details of the natural world (especially barnacles and finches!). 

They knew that the publication of The Origin of Species would challenge their lives and beliefs. They didn’t realize how 

this work would create a paradigm shift in humanity’s thinking about God and nature. Whether you believe that man/

woman ascended from apes or descended from angels, this book speaks to the love, intelligence, and dedication that 

brought us the theory of evolution. Highly recommended. (ages 12+) ~ Dianne 

Kids  

$9.99 

268 pages 

MacMillan 

9780312661045 

Available now 

Doc by Mary Doria Russell 

 Doc Holliday and Wyatt Earp are icons 

of the Wild West: whiskey swilling, poker playing, 

quick draw gunslingers whose exploits are the stuff 

of American legend. In real life, however, Doc was 

raised a genteel Southern gentleman, a dentist who 

went west hoping the dry air would help his tuber-

culosis. The Gunfight at the O.K. Corral was the 

culmination of a long string of events and setbacks, 

and Russell concentrates on Doc’s life before the 

infamous shoot-out, when the friendship between 

the two men was just beginning. 

 This is not your usual testosterone-laden 

western. There’s more story here than flying bul-

lets, though it certainly has its share of those. I 

talked to Russell about this book, and her affection for these boys 

is obvious, almost maternal. She feels this story (and its eventual 

sequel) is an important one to tell, and she tells it beautifully. 

 As always, her dialogue is witty, her characters memora-

ble, and her pacing effortless. It’s an adventure, a love story, and 

an impeccably researched historical novel. These men might seem 

an odd departure for Russell, but she slips easily into their world, 

in all its dusty glory.  ~ Dana 

 

School of Night by Louis Bayard 

 Bayard writes literary thrillers in the best sense of the 

word. His plots center around figures from litera-

ture, fleshing them out and taking them in unex-

pected directions. His research is meticulous, and 

his respect for his subjects immense. In his latest 

novel, he imagines the life of Thomas Harriot, 

friend of Sir Walter Raleigh and Christopher Mar-

lowe. Though little known to us, Harriot was inar-

guably one of the finest scientific minds of his 

time.   

 In present day D.C., shady book collec-

tors and a disgraced Elizabethan scholar discover a 

letter from Raleigh to Harriot that may lead to, if 

not a treasure, then something revelatory about 

these men that historians thought they understood. 

Bayard intertwines the historical with the contemporary, mixes in 

a few dead bodies and a little bit of alchemy, and produces an all-

out compulsively readable tale that’s alternately comedic and 

tragic. Fans of Thirteenth Tale or Shadow of the Wind will enjoy 

this novel.  ~ Dana 

The Sisters Brothers by Patrick DeWitt 

WINNER: Governor General’s Award & Rogers 

Writer’s Trust Fiction Prize.  

FINALIST: Man Booker Award & Giller Prize  

 This is the tale of Eli and Charlie Sisters, 

notorious guns for hire. They are legendary, and 

often find that simply introducing themselves 

saves a lot of work: no need to intimidate, 

threaten or torture, which can be tiring, not to 

mention time-consuming and messy.  

 Behind the legend, though, is our narra-

tor Charlie, who can actually be a pretty sweet 

guy. He’d kill anyone who said that, but he is an 

outlaw with the proverbial heart of gold and a soft 

spot for worthless horses and women in trouble. 

Eli, on the other hand, well, let’s just say Eli is not like Charlie.  

 Set amid the chaos of the California Gold Rush, the 

novel follows the brothers on an assignment that irrevocably 

changes their lives. Charlie’s dry humor and filial loyalty drive the 

story, and his inner conflicts give the novel heart. Eli’s cussedness 

amps up the tension, and provides excitement and humor to the 

tale.  DeWitt’s homage to classic westerns will find an enthusiastic 

audience even with those who never read that genre.  Very enter-

taining. ~ Dana 

 

Clara and Mr. Tiffany by Susan Vreeland  

 Vreeland is comfortable and concerned 

with “women in the arts.” Just as she followed a 

Vermeer painting in her bestselling Girl in Hyacinth 

Blue, she now follows Clara Driscoll, who de-

signed and crafted Louis Comfort Tiffany’s leaded 

glass lamps. Set in New York’s gilded age, Clara is 

determined to work as an artist, no matter the 

personal sacrifice. Tiffany saw three advantages in 

employing women: they weren’t allowed in un-

ions and therefore couldn’t strike, women see 

more variety in color, and their small hands are 

conducive to intricate piece work.  

 For anyone who has fixed their gaze on 

these exquisite creations, the descriptions of the 

lamp department are fascinating. New York, as seen through an 

artist’s eyes, is one of the most interesting protagonists in the 

story. This is a novel that inspires one to appreciate the talent and 

work behind the arts. ~ Dianne 
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