Freedom
Dec. 20, 2010 

It has been nine years since Jonathan Franzen published The Corrections. As impressive as that book  was, I think his latest opus, Freedom, surpasses it.

 

In trying to express the scope of this book, I compare it to other  books told on a grand scale – Hawaii by James Michener and Bonfire of the Vanities by Tom Wolfe. Whereas Hawaii was about the birth of an island and the history of those who inhabited it, Freedom is a multigenerational family saga whose members navigate the waters of modern culture. It is much more like Bonfire since it deals in large degree with corporate greed and the search for upward mobility. 

 

At its heart Freedom is about the Berglund family – Patty, her husband Walter, son Joey, and daughter Jessica. Patty was a basketball standout in college (her mother never attended a game). It was here she met Walter and his rockin’ roommate Richard Katz. One of the reasons Patty married Walter was because he was good to her. It was only years later when she realized that was not enough. 

 

Walter was an idealistic environmental lawyer who was the perfect family man. Somehow his intentions in setting aside land for an endangered species of bird in West Virginia got him involved in mountaintop removal mining and gas rights. 

 

To enumerate the trials and tribulations of this family through the years in addition to the flashbacks to their childhoods would be to rob the reader of an amazing journey. Franzen is at his best showing the different facets of American life, using social satire, evoking realistic dialogue and situations, and being insightful about topical issues. It’s a learning book. 

 

Freedom is an important novel for our times. Don’t miss it.

 

I give the book 4 remaining cerulean warblers.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!


Place a request on Freedom >> 

The Doctor and The Diva
Nov. 29, 2010 



One will need an atlas to follow the travels of Erika von Kessler, the diva in The Doctor and The Diva by Adrienne McDonnell. We first meet her in Boston, which we all pretty much know how to get to; she travels to a coconut plantation in Trinidad, which I had to investigate, and finally to Florence, Italy, which was much easier to find. I thought all of this globetrotting was a bit much for a Victorian lady, but she was well-to-do and had a fabulous talent – she could sing opera. 

 

In the opening chapters, the reader finds Erika as a lady of leisure living on Commonwealth Ave. in Boston with her husband Peter and servants. The couple have been unable to conceive children. This is how we are introduced to Dr. Ravell, an obstetrician who has been a leader in the field of infertility, a new medical advancement of its time.

 

As much as she wants to have children, Erika wants to pursue a career in opera, which would mean moving to Italy. Her husband would not hear of it. He did a lot of traveling, but most of his contacts were in the New England area. 

 

The reasons why Erika finally traveled to Trinidad and Dr. Ravell moved there previously are convoluted and often defy logic, but in the hands of author Adrienne McDonnell, we buy it. There were several times in the course of the book when I had to suspend disbelief, but after all Erika was driven to express her talents in the most famous opera houses in Italy. The question is – how can you do that and raise a child at the same time? 

 

I liked the familiarity of the Boston scenes, especially when Erika performed at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, a beautiful venue. Otherwise, the descriptions of ocean travel, the tropical rain forests of Trinidad and Venezuela, and the canals of Venice were like a whirlwind travelogue. The author took on a lot of challenges and on the whole succeeded.

 

I give the book 3 3/8 amazing arias.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!

Place a request on The Doctor and The Diva >>
The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet's Nest
Nov. 22, 2010 


The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet's Nest by Stieg Larsson is the last book of a trilogy about that popular misfit Lisbeth Salander. While readers eagerly awaited the next installment of the Harry Potter series, Salander fans have no such prospects. Three books. The end.

Obviously this book is meant for those who have followed the fortunes and misfortunes of Salander and her accomplice Mikael Blomkvist. There is just too much background to go over to understand the relationship between these two multi-faceted characters in Hornet's Nest. 

 

The book opens with Lisbeth in critical condition with a bullet lodged in her head. Much of the early part of the book deals with her in this hospital environment where she is closed off from all information. For a prodigious computer expert/hacker this is a bad situation, but as Lisbeth's health improves, she finds a way. In addition, her estranged (or just plain strange) father is recovering two doors away, so she is not at ease. 

 

When Lisbeth recuperates, the reader learns (and often endures) the complexities of the workings of groups of people in the Swedish government who are not exactly giving their best efforts in preserving citizens' civil rights. Unfortunately for Lisbeth, she is caught in the middle of a political firestorm. Because of her anti-social attitude and unwillingness to communicate with police and other authorities, she is in a great deal of hot water when and if her condition improves. 

 

There are several subplots to release the tension with what is happening to Lisbeth, some more interesting than others. For example, the editor of Mikael's magazine moves to a better job at another magazine just as a big expose is ready to be published. She becomes a victim of hate/cyberspace mail, and so the familiar hacking of the computer comes into play again. 

 

Although Larsson is often long-winded and seems to digress too often, he always comes back to The Girl and what's occurring in her mysterious, enigmatic life. The last eighth of the book is all about her, and it is compelling, especially knowing it is perhaps the last time we will see her. I'm going to miss her...

 

I give The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet's Nest 3 9/10 fond farewells.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!

Place a request on The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet's Nest >>
The Styx
Oct. 25, 2010 


The Styx by Jonathan King was a stab in the dark choice for me. The cover is unattractive, the title only mildly interesting, and the author unknown to me. That’s the fun of a choice like this – sometimes it works.

 

Set in Florida in the 1890’s, The Styx is a fictionalized version of an event in the community known as Styx on the island of Palm Beach. It was on this island that a fire occurred, destroying the homes of the workers of a local resort hotel, the Royal Poinsiana. The owner, Henry Flagler, was also a railroad baron who bought large tracts of land so his railroad could cover the East Coast and bring visitors to the wilderness of Florida. Land deals were everywhere with accompanying corruption.

 

New York detective Michael Byrne was hired by Pinkerton to be a bodyguard for Flagler on the train trip to Florida. In addition Byrne wanted to find his brother who had sent a cryptic telegram calling for help. Added to the mystery of Byrne’s missing brother, the source of the fire, and the identity of a body found in the fire, we have a hotel worker who was immediately accused as the perpetrator. A rush to judgment then ensued. 

 

Byrne encountered many interesting characters in Florida, including a beautiful society woman who more than captured his interest. What could she possibly have to do with the fire and the murder?

 

Not only did I find the plot unusual as it reflected the time when our country was expanding south and west, but it’s only one of the few works that gives a feel for what Florida was like at that time. Coming from the dirt, smoke and grime of New York’s Lower East Side, Byrne was captivated by the beauty of Florida, its soft as talc sand and incredibly clear, warm blue water. It even took his body a while to acclimate to breathing clean air. 

 

With all these elements coming together, I can’t help but call The Styx a pleasant surprise.

 

I give the book 3 3/4 troubling tropical breezes.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!

Place a request on The Styx >>
Fly Away Home
Oct. 7, 2010 



If the Lifetime Network is known for its chick-flix, then Jennifer Weiner’s Fly Away Home is an example of chick-lit. This novel is replete with women’s issues: career versus family, love versus loyalty, forgiveness versus resentment. You get the idea. 

 

Told through the eyes of  a mother and her two daughters, Fly Away Home chronicles the ups and downs of one family’s struggles with some serious issues. The mother, Sylvie Serfer, has problems that loom very large on the severity scale. Her husband Richard is a U.S. Senator, and he has been outed on the cable news for having an affair with a young aide. Sylvie is completely blind-sided by this revelation. She has set her own career aside, as well as motherly duties, to cater to the needs of her husband. She helps him with scheduling, makes speeches, attends events – all the things politicians’ wives are expected to do. The reader infers that not only was Sylvie unappreciated but obviously taken for granted. Her story resonated with me more than her daughters'.  

 

The older daughter Diana is an emergency room physician with a husband and a young son. Her marriage is basically one of convenience, so when a handsome intern enters her life, explicit adult situations occur with accompanying language.

 

The younger daughter Lizzie is the underachiever of the family. Although likable, Lizzie made bad choices as a teenager and has recently emerged from rehab. The reader can’t help but root for her success. 

 

It seems to me that in the recent past I read a book about a mother/daughter situation that was much more compelling than Fly Away Home. This book, however, doesn’t have the same impact even though it portrays age-old problems with a modern twist. 

 

I give the book 3 1/5 Adults Only.

 

Happy reading from Beverly!

Place a request on Fly Away Home >>
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