The Passage
Sept. 22, 2010 



Here are a few adjectives to describe Justin Cronin’s  huge book, The Passage – science fictional, post-apocalyptic, relentlessly mirthless, magical, vampiric, horror-filled, dark and depressing. After 766 pages of this type of writing, the reader is wrung out, mostly from the exhaustion of trying to read it in three weeks, a daunting task. Actually, a few hundred pages could have been eliminated which wouldn’t have changed a thing. But I digress, which is easy to do when trying to describe The Passage. There’s just too much going on.

 

The first portion of the book, which held the most interest for me, was the set-up for the biomedical travesty that would change life as we know it. In trying to fashion a super-soldier, the Army engaged in testing 12 subjects with a virus found in bats from the South American rain forest. These are death row inmates whom no one would supposedly miss. Of course, something goes terribly wrong, and we now have man-bat-like, bloodsucking “virals” taking over and forcing survivors to run for cover. 

 

The reader concludes that something bad has happened in part two, which is ninety years after the event. Humans are living in small enclaves in the Southwest with knives as weapons, terrified that the lights will go out. One of the main characters who is the link to the Past Life is found to have an electronic chip embedded in her neck which emits a radio signal. The survivors set off on several forays to find the source of the signal. One such foray takes them to Las Vegas, or what’s left of Las Vegas, where the virals again attack suddenly, as they always do. 

 

There are many such altercations and violence in the survivors’ lives, but leaders emerge who keep the species going in search of more batteries among other life-sustaining staples. A good mechanic would also help. 

 

I am not a fan of the new and improved vampire fad, and although the author writes with conviction and obvious ability, I just couldn’t sink my teeth into The Passage. The fact that there are two sequels planned is mind-numbing. Lighten up, Justin…

 

I give the book 3 Vegas virus

 

Happy reading from Bev!

Place a request on The Passage >>
Innocent
Sept. 7, 2010 


When I became aware that Scott Turow had written a sequel to Presumed Innocent, the wheels started turning. That book was written 23 years ago, and if it weren’t for the fact that the movie version was on TV a short while ago, I would have forgotten most of the details, of which there were many. Fortunately, Harrison Ford brought it all back. 

The protagonist in that hit book was Rusty Sabich, and now he is back, older and presumably wiser, in Innocent. Rusty is presently the chief judge of an appellate court, and life is good. Not so fast.   

Rusty’s wife Barbara dies of unusual circumstances very early in this book. Innocent is told in a series of flashbacks, so the reader can decide for himself how this might have occurred. Rusty and Barbara did not have the best of marriages, but they did have a son, Nat, who was basically the reason they stayed together. Barbara played a key role in Presumed Innocent, so putting two and two together leads to a very interesting conclusion.   

Added to this mix is Anna, a clerk who has worked for Rusty. She is part of his 60th birthday celebration in his chambers and predictably becomes a major interest in his rapidly deteriorating life. Did Barbara know about Anna? Did Anna play a role in Barbara’s death?   

Tommy Molto, the prosecutor in Rusty’s case 20 years ago, also reappears. He has his own new, young family to think about now, but he is driven to catch Rusty this time. He feels Rusty escaped punishment for a case concerning the death of an assistant prosecutor years ago. There are a lot of coincidences going on here, but in the hands of Scott Turow, it will all become clear, sort of.   

Without the benefit of having read Presumed Innocent or watching Harrison Ford portraying Rusty Sabich in the film, I feel the reader will not get the full benefit of the nuances of Innocent. In either case, Innocent is a cut above. For crime-solving and courtroom drama, Turow is the best.  

I give Innocent 4 golden fingerprints.   

Happy reading from Beverly!

Place a request on Innocent >>

Place a request on Presumed Innocent >> 

The White Queen
Aug. 23, 2010 



One of my favorite authors of historical fiction is Philippa Gregory. Among all of her novels perhaps the best known is The Other Boleyn Girl, probably because of the Henry VIII connection. Less known but no less interesting are the houses of York, Lancaster, and Tudor and what has come to be known as The War of the Roses in 1464. Gregory has brought this Middle Ages drama to life in The White Queen.

 

The White Queen is Elizabeth Woodville, a recent widow with two sons who wins the heart of Edward IV of England. For various reasons the king marries Elizabeth in secret, which sets off a whole set of future problems when cousins decide he is really not the rightful heir to the throne so therefore his sons have no rights. 

 

There is all kinds of palace intrigue with allegiances coming and going and foreign governments becoming involved. The Queen is often left alone as her husband, ever the warrior, is off fighting in all parts of England. At one point the Queen must barricade herself and her family in the Tower of London for safety. No one is ever secure; treachery is everywhere, not to mention barbarity. 

 

Although there are more battle scenes than I care to contemplate, there is also plenty of time spent on Elizabeth as a devoted mother, wife, daughter, and especially a well-meaning queen. It’s Edward’s nasty brothers and cousins who won’t leave her alone. 

 

The recent popularity of The Tudors on cable TV for the past several years  makes me all the more curious about the British monarchy. They are certainly an interesting group. This slice of little-known history may not be as popular but is dramatic nonetheless. In addition the role played by Philippa Gregory in researching all of this information must be acknowledged. She is remarkable. 

 

You don’t have to be a history buff to enjoy The White Queen.

 

I give the book 3 7/8 crown jewels.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!

Place a request on The White Queen >>
Little Bee
July 23, 2010 



When considering a new book to read, I have often relied on the summary on the dust jacket to give me an idea of what I am letting myself in for. This holds true especially when an author whom I’m unfamiliar with  comes out with a potential gem. In the case of Little Bee by Chris Cleave, the dust jacket tells you nothing. It’s all a big mystery, for good reason. So with a leap of faith and the fact that the book is on the best seller list, I set forth. 

 

The story itself is riveting and unfortunately all too believable. It concerns a Nigerian refugee girl who finds herself in a British immigration detention center. There seems to be no possible way for her to be released, so she spends her time learning to read through newspapers and becomes familiar with the Queen’s speech mannerisms. Little Bee is the most charming and hopeful innocent. 

 

Sarah, a British magazine editor, has her own problems. She’s not getting along all that well with her husband and questions her goals. The way these two dissimilar women meet and affect each other’s lives moves the story. Some chapters are told from Little Bee’s viewpoint and others from Sarah’s. This shift in voice is very effective and shows Cleave’s skill. 

 

Not since Barbara Kingsolver have I experienced an author with such a feel for language, often with a touch of humor and always with humanity. The addition of Sarah’s young son who always wears his Batman outfit to fight off the “baddies” is a touch of levity that counterbalances themes that are more than troubling. The best moments are written through Little Bee’s eyes, and she comments on everything. Her observations about fellow detainees and guards are candid and guileless. She knows she is in a no-win situation, but her coping skills get her through. 

 

Cleave is really quite remarkable in his ability to see life through the eyes of two completely dissimilar women who eventually come together and help each other through horrendous circumstances. 

 

If this review seems light on actual incidents, read the book and you’ll know why. It may not be a perfect book, but ‘twil do for now.

 

I give the book 4 bon mots.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!

Place a request on Little Bee >>
The Girl Who Played with Fire
July 6, 2010 


What is more compelling – a character that could keep a psychiatrist busy for years or the fact that readers will only have one more chance to learn about her? This is the drama within a drama in Steig Larsson’s second book, The Girl who Played with Fire.
 
“The girl” is, of course, Lisabeth Salander,  whom we met in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. During the events of the current book, more is revealed about her younger years and why she was at times institutionalized and sent to foster homes. She has a mind like a steel trap and is more comfortable puzzling over mathematical theory than doing a sudoku or crossword. 
 
On the other hand, the second main player in this intricate web, Mikael Blomkvist, is still searching for her. She disappeared mysteriously at the end of the last book when it appeared to her that Blomkvist didn’t care for her as much as she had hoped. Monogamy and faithfulness are not strong points in these novels. 
 
As it happens, three murders occur very closely together: a journalist couple who are about to reveal government cover-ups, and Lisabeth’s financial guardian. Lisabeth’s fingerprints are on the weapon and much of the book is spent with the police trying to hunt down this elusive creature. Blomkvist is in the minority when it comes to believing that Lisabeth would have a motive .
 
If there is a fly or two in the ointment, it would be that Larsson is too detail oriented. Not only are we told of Lisabeth’s shopping lists and menus, but the time and effort spent on police procedurals are close to mind-numbing. In addition Lisabeth and Mikael don’t interact in this book very much. It is basically Internet communication – in code, of course. That being said, the last quarter of the book ramps up the action to a fever pitch, and it is impossible to look away. (Actually there are portions of this book when I probably should have looked away.)
 
In my edition of The Girl Who Played with Fire, there is a chapter from the third book in the trilogy, The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest. I’m so hooked. 
 
If this series interests you, it makes no sense to start in the middle. The fun is watching how the author unravels the mystery that is Lisabeth Salander. Readers will only have one more chance  to learn about her. Steig Larsson died at age 50 and never knew the phenomenon he started. 
 
I give the book 3 ¾ guilty pleasures.
Happy reading from Beverly!

Place a request on The Girl Who Played with Fire >>
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