When the Killing's Done
April 9, 2011 

The Channel Islands off the coast of Santa Barbara, California, which include Santa Cruz and Anacapa, are the main characters in T.C. Boyle’s newest opus, When the Killing’s Done. What occurs on these islands is a microcosm of two competing forces--animal rights activists versus conservationists. The conservationists, in this case The National Park Service, want to bring these islands back to their natural state, which includes eradicating offending species that have overrun the islands. The animal rights activists, on the other hand, do not believe that any animal needs to be hunted down, that nature should take its course. Both sides are in constant opposition with many angry, direct confrontations. In many cases, domestic terrorism is used as a tactic. 

 

Dave, the animal rights character, is probably the more interesting of the two protagonists. Besides being over-zealous, he is arrogant, mean-spirited, and a bit hypocritical. For example, he lays down a new sod lawn, which requires all kinds of watering, and is infuriated when raccoons dig it up to get to the worms. To his credit he doesn’t poison the animals but uses a Have-a-heart trap and drops them off on the Channel Islands to let the Park Service deal with them. 

 

Alma from the National Park Service is a working biologist/environmentalist who did years of field work on Guam and knows what happens to an insular ecosystem when new species of plants and animals are introduced. Besides office work on the mainland, she travels to the islands and brings day-trippers and local dignitaries to further the cause and show how productively taxpayer money is spent. 

 

What T.C. Boyle does with this emotionally and politically charged topic is amazing. He interplays the history of the islands--including shipwrecks, sea rescues, and a working sheep ranch--with the drama of those who love the sea, love the natural beauty of the islands, and even make a living from fishing the waters. Although the adrenaline and caffeine levels are high, no reader can say this is a boring book. On the contrary, the action is non-stop and, in the way of nature, often messy and cruel. 

 

I only have two other T.C. Boyle novels to judge from, Riven Rock and The Women, but from my perspective he’s the best thing that’s happened to modern literature. He shows intelligence and a mastery of language and poetic imagery, for starters.

 

As far as answers to what will happen to the environment and what’s to be done about it, I can only borrow from one of T.C. Boyle’s images. The future is as bleak as a fog-shrouded day, but eventually the sun will shine through. Right?

 

I give this book 4 feral pigs.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!


Place a request on When the Killing's Done >> 
The Confession
March 31, 2011 

No one can handle a suspenseful legal thriller better than John Grisham. Once again he tackles the powers that be in order to spare the life of an innocent man in The Confession.

 

The confession in question has been coerced by over-zealous detectives from Dante Drumm, a nineteen-year-old football player from East Texas who obviously didn’t know his Miranda rights. (Something we should all perhaps brush up on.) He is charged with the murder of classmate Nicole Pike and throwing her body into a river. In nine years a body had never been recovered. Because the state of Texas recognizes the death penalty, Dante is eventually placed on death row awaiting his fate. All appeals have fallen on deaf ears. Judges didn’t want to hear any more about it. 

 

While all this is occurring in Texas, the real murderer, Travis Boyette, shows up at a church in Kansas. He is a career criminal and sexual offender who after nine years decides he can’t live with the guilt anymore  and must go to Texas to confess before Dante dies by lethal injection in four days' time. This is the frantic pace Grisham sets for the reader as the Reverend Keith Shroeder drives to East Texas with Boyette to stop the execution. 

 

Another key character among many is Attorney Robbie Flak who has handled Dante’s case through the years. He is very adept at legal wrangling but has very little time to stop the inevitable when the real murderer emerges at last. 

 

In addition to a scathing criticism of the death penalty, especially the way it is practiced with regularity in Texas, Grisham shows empathy when dealing with the victims’ families, especially the mothers of  Dante and Nicole. Added to this touch of humanity are the emotions of frustration and hatred that erupt in this small town where everyone goes to the Friday night football games. They just can’t deal with the huge miscarriage of justice which is about to happen. 

 

There’s a lot of drama in the law, especially the way it is practiced by John Grisham.

 

I give The Confession 4 black robes.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!


Place a request on The Confession >> 

Moonlight Mile
March 16, 2011 

Readers may remember Dennis Lehane for his highly successful Mystic River and Shutter Island. His latest effort, Moonlight Mile, is much more in the spirit of Gone, Baby, Gone, however. 

 

Bringing together memorable characters from previous books may confuse new Lehane readers, but I believe Moonlight Mile would not present any problems standing on its own. It’s just a richer experience if you remember what came before. (Actually, I think it calls for yet another sequel.)

 

Patrick Kenzie and his wife Angie Gennaro, who have a long and colorful history together, become involved in an investigation that they thought was over 12 years ago. Amamda McCready went missing at that time, and although the couple eventually found her, the outcome was not ideal. Now Amanda’s aunt has appeared and wants Patrick to find her yet again. 

 

What makes this cat and mouse game so intriguing is that Patrick desperately wants a real job, and his wife is working on a college degree. They don’t really need to run around Massachusetts following leads on an old case that went bad. They just can’t help themselves. After all, they have a child of their own now and need to act like responsible adults. But…

 

What drives this book for me are the familiarity and immediacy of the landscape, a fast-paced action line, and clever, cutting dialogue. Lehane makes the reader laugh at the most inopportune time; he’s very good at what he does. Also, there are many colorful characters including Bubba, a huge bodyguard/friend, and the Russian mob. 

 

Various landmarks appear from the Boston area landscape including Fenway Park, what was once Great Woods, the Ted Williams Tunnel, and a field trip to the quaint Western Mass town of Becket. It’s like a field trip on the Mass Turnpike. 

 

It’s obvious Lehane treasures his Boston roots including the neighborhoods where people still reside, work, and raise families. I believe there’s still a lot of story-telling to come from Kenzie and Gennaro. 

 

If you haven’t invited Dennis Lehane into your reading circle yet, you’re missing out. He’s a Boston original.

 

I give Moonlight Mile 4 Green Monsters.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!


Place a request on Moonlight Mile >> 
Cutting for Stone
March 7, 2011 



Not since The Poisonwood Bible by Barbara Kingsolver have I read a book that shows such deep feeling about Africa. In Kingsolver’s case, it was South Africa; in Cutting for Stone by Abraham Verghese, it is Ethiopia on the east coast. 

 

At the very beginning of this extraordinary novel, twin sons are born, Marion and Shiva Stone. Through a complicated set of circumstances they are raised by a female doctor, Hema, and Ghosh, another doctor at the clinic. These two raise the boys and essentially become the parents. Much of this story concerns how these twin boys grow up in a medical setting and become doctors themselves - Marion as a med school graduate and Shiva as a talented and compassionate medical practitioner. 

 

It becomes clear early on that Cutting for Stone contains explicit detail of medical procedures, which may be fascinating to some and not so fascinating to others. The author is obviously a medical man, and it is essential to the story that medicine play a prominent role, often with accompanying queasiness .

 

On the other hand, the stories that surround Marion, Shiva, their two sets of parents, household staff, hospital personnel, and a modern history of Ethiopia are gripping, unusual, thought-provoking, and at times spiritually uplifting. There are tears along the way, too. 

 

Written in a dense and epic style covering several continents and time periods, Cutting for Stone is an experience not to be missed. Abraham Verghese obviously has a talent for and a love of both medicine and writing. 

 

I give the book 4 sterile scalpels.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!

Place a request on Cutting for Stone >>
Full Dark, No Stars
Feb. 17, 2011 



Leave it to Stephen King to entertain us yet again with four short novels for the price of one – Full Dark, No Stars. With that certain edginess that no other author can quite capture, King leads the reader into the deep recesses of the human mind where ordinary people are caught in extraordinary circumstances. Would any of us be capable of such dastardly deeds?

 

In the interest of non-confusion, I will discuss two of the better stories – “Big Drive” and “A Good Marriage.” “Big Drive” concerns Tess, a successful author of the “Willow Grove Knitting Society” series. She lives in northern Connecticut and  drives to Chicopee to deliver a lecture at the local library. Instead of driving home on 1-84, the librarian suggests she take a shortcut known by the locals. Tess sets her Tomtom GPS and off she goes into the biggest nightmare possible. 

 

In “A Good Marriage,” Darcy makes the fatal error of scrounging around  her husband’s workbench in search of batteries. What she finds instead is a kind of Pandora’s box where all the ills of her husband’s world come crashing down on her full force. How can she face him? What will become of her children and their family life?

 

“1922”  is set in the middle west with the most gruesome details of the four stories, and “Fair Extension” concerns a pact with the devil – interesting but not very original. 

 

What’s even more Stephen King-ish is that the author in his “Afterword” speaks to the Constant Reader. He finishes by saying, “...I believe most people are essentially good. I know that I am. It’s you I’m not entirely sure of.” 

 

I give Full Dark, No Stars 4 stellar stories.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!

Place a request on Full Dark, No Stars >>
And Thereby Hangs a Tale
Feb. 7, 2011 



I don’t often feel the need to tout the credentials of an author, but in the case of Jeffrey Archer, it’s necessary. I was aware that he was a prolific author of novels, (my reading material of choice), but I find he has also written plays, prison diaries, screenplays, and my current reading selection--short stories. Good short stories. 

 

And Thereby Hangs a Tale by Jeffrey Archer is a collection of 15 short stories, ten of which are based on known incidents and five are original material of the author’s. Archer uses a variety of settings from around the world – “High Heels” takes place in England; “No Room at the Inn” has its setting in Italy; the Channel Islands are the location for “Members Only;” Germany hosts “A Good Eye,” and India  is the setting for “Caste-Off.” It’s all very cosmopolitan and intriguing to globe trot in such an easy, entertaining way. 

 

Archer is a very accomplished author who strikes a balance between setting, theme, character, and plot and he does so economically. There are no pages filled endlessly with foolishness. He gets to the point and best of all there are many O’Henry-style “aha” moments at the conclusion. I’m so impressed, I’ll be looking to read one of his novels soon. 

 

As a man who was educated in England at Oxford University and served both in the House of Commons and the House of Lords, one would expect a very English-style focus, but Archer transcends provincialism to more of a world view. 

 

For those times when the reader doesn’t feel like committing to a huge reading project, And Thereby Hangs a Tale by Jeffrey Archer will be just the solution. 

 

I give the book 4 daring denouements.

Happy reading from Beverly!

Place a request on And Thereby Hangs a Tale >>
The Weekend
Jan. 24, 2011 



I find it hard to keep my sunny side up when I read a book that has absolutely no redeeming features. My first thought was to toss aside the offending book as another failed effort, but mercifully it has only 215 pages, so I continued on the path of despair and depression. 

 

The book in question is The Weekend by Bernhard Schlink, translated from the German by Shaun Whiteside. It has been a while since this author wrote The Reader, which was engrossing enough to get critical praise and an ensuing movie. I would also consider The Reader’s theme a downer, but the plot did have some semi-positive features. Such is not the case with The Weekend.

 

Terrorist Jorg has been released from prison after 24 years of incarceration. His sister has gathered some of his followers to a weekend in a dilapidated country home in Germany to reunite with him. Most have moved on from their rebellious younger years and react in different ways to Jorg. It doesn’t really matter who the characters are since they all blend together and carry on meaninglessly with their prattle. Maybe it’s the translator’s fault, but often the sentences made no sense. I don’t recall that problem in The Reader.

 

Aside from the physical difficulty of getting through the syntax, I found the subject matter too deeply dark and almost metaphysical to understand or even care much about. That’s the troubling part – there are no sympathetic figures at all. 

 

To top off this exercise in futility, I had to endure the ultimate horror. One of the characters is writing in her journal about a comrade who has disappeared, and she is speculating as to what could have become of him. She imagines him in one of the Twin Towers where he has placed a radio device in a lav. She goes into detail about the last moments of those trapped in the 9/11 attack. It’s just too much to bear that the author felt the need to spice up a bland book with a real tragedy. Shame on him.

 

Perhaps Bernhard Schlink is thinking deep thoughts, but I’m not impressed with his message or lack thereof.

 

I give The Weekend 2 puny plaudits.

Happier reading from Beverly!

Place a request on The Weekend >>
Russian Winter
Jan. 5, 2011 



What could be better to start off the New Year than an engrossing novel combining the best elements of writing – fiction with history, culture with drama, and a big old mystery surrounding it all. I mustn’t forget a winning writing style by a new author, either.  Such is the case with Russian Winter by Daphne Kalotay.

 

Nina Revskaya is an aging and ill ballerina from the Bolshoi Ballet. As she looks at life through her apartment window in Boston, she begins to reminisce about her life in Russia, her family  and her friends. What brings these memories to the fore is the fact that she wants to have her jewelry collection auctioned off to benefit the arts. This jewelry has great sentimental value.

 

In the portions of the book dealing with her past in Russia, the reader is introduced to her poet husband Viktor Elsin; his mother, with whom they lived, and a host of other acquaintances and fellow dancers living in post WWll Stalinist Russia. 

 

In her current life, the two main characters who become involved in solving the mystery of Nina’s life as well as the provenance of her jewelry are Drew Brooks, an associate at a Boston auction house, and Grigori Solodin, a professor of Russian. By the way, how didGrigori come to own the largest piece of the jewelry collection, an amber pendant?

 

Just as we sometimes drift in and out of daydreams, so the author replicates that sensation by switching time and place a chapter at a time. As soon as the reader becomes comfortable with what is happening to Nina in Boston, the next chapter switches back to a Swan Lake performance performed before Stalin by ballerina Nina Revskaya. After a few jolts of this kind, it is much easier to acclimate to the shifts in time and place. It certainly keeps the reader on his toes…

 

With that being said, I wish to thank those who suggest books to me. I certainly would never have found this jewel otherwise. 

 

I give Russian Winter by Daphne Kalotay 2 plies combined with 2 jettes.

 

Happy reading in the New Year from Beverly!

Place a request on Russian Winter >>
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