
Fiction Round-up at the Nichols Library 

 Here is a quick look at a baker’s dozen of novels that came out during the past year. These 

stories may not have risen to the top of the best seller lists or became hot water cooler topics. But they 

are worth a look, either for their storytelling, characters, or atmosphere. Just the thing to help you get 

through the next cold front.  

Mr. Penumbra's 24-hour bookstore by Robin, an unemployed techie (Clay Jannon), takes a job in 

a bookstore.  But it is most unusual. There are only a few customers, and they never seem to actually 

buy anything. Instead, they linger, browsing impossibly obscure tomes.  This seems to follow a long-

standing arrangement with the gnomic owner, Mr. Penumbra. Clay concludes that the store must be a 

front for something larger, and soon he’s roped his friends into helping to figure out just what’s going 

on. The NY Times called this a “slyly arch novel about technology and its discontents.”   In The End of 

Your Life Books Club by Will Schwalbe, a son and his mother start a “book club” that brings them 

together as her life comes to a close. Over the next two years, Will and Mary Anne carry on 

conversations that are both wide-ranging and deeply personal, prompted by an eclectic array of books 

and a shared passion for reading. The story is both a “meditation on reading, and an experiment about 

enhancing a relationship even at a late stage. 

Also on hand are second efforts for new authors who broke out in 2011. In The House of Velvet 

and Glass by Katherine Howe (Deliverance Dane). In 1915 Boston, Sybil Allston still struggles to cope 

with the loss of her mother and sister on the Titanic three years earlier and reaches out to a spiritualist 

in hopes of reconnecting with her deceased relatives. Brunonia Barry (The Lace Reader) found the story 

“richly atmospheric.”  Shadow of Darkness by Deborah Harkness (Discovery of Witches) is a tale of a 

feminist Yankee in Queen Elizabeth’s court.  Oxford scholar Diana Bishop and vampire geneticist 

Matthew Clairmont time-travel to Elizabethan England so Diana can study witchcraft; “never mind 

they’re burning witches in Scotland or that in London an educated American woman doesn’t exactly 

blend in (Library Journal).” 

Here are two stories for readers who like to travel to other times and places.  In Equal of the Sun 

by Anita Amirrezvani, the Shah dies without having named an heir.  Princess Pari, his daughter and 

protégé, knows more about the inner workings of the state than almost anyone, but is line in line to 

succeed the Peacock Throne.  Pari and her closest adviser, Javaher, a eunuch able to navigate the harem 

as well as the world beyond the palace walls, are in possession of secrets that can influence the struggle 

for power.   This story has been called “vibrant”, a page turner” and  The House of Madness and Cures 

by Regina O’Melveny.  In 16th-century Venice, Gabriella Mondini is barred from practicing medicine for 

being a woman.   She sets off across Europe in search of her father, a respected doctor who left under 

mysterious circumstances 10 years ago. Inspired by the disappearance of her own father, this is “a 

marvelous, inventive story (Katherine Kent, The Heretics Daughter).”    

The snow child by Eowyn Ivey and Testament of Mary by Colm Toiban draw on ancient stories to 

spin their own tales. The Snow Child sets a Russian folk tale on the Alaska frontier.  In the Testament of 

Mary, Toiban casts Jesus’ mother as the narrator of a “poignant reimagining”  of the last days of Christ. 



 

The Newlyweds by Neil Freudenberger Amina Mazid is twenty-four when she moves from Bangladesh to 

Rochester, New York, for love. A hundred years ago, Amina would have been called a mail-order bride. 

But this is the twenty-first century: she has been wooed online. This is a “ genuinely moving story about 

a woman trying to negotiate two cultures.”  

War and its discontents is the subject of several new stories. The Yellow Birds by Kevin Powers 

deals with a mission in Iraq that has gone array.  In Billy Lyons Half-Time Walk, Bill Powers tells the story 

of a decorated soldier on a ‘victory tour’ who begins to get cold feet.  In Toby’s Room by Pat Barker,  

Elinor Brooke stays in London to continue her fine art studies at the Slade while her brother Toby is 

posted to the front.  The war comes home to her  art skills are called on to draft literal reconstructions 

of soldiers maimed in combat. 100 Flowers by Gail Tsukiyama is a moving tale of survival during China’s 

cultural revolution.   

Finally, The Bowl of Heaven by Gregory Benford is an imaginative sci-fi that manages to satisfy 

both  the “ thrill-ride and head-scratching sides” of this genre.  An expedition to another star system is 

jeopardized by an encounter with an astonishingly immense artifact in interstellar space: a bowl-shaped 

structure which is  on a direct path heading for the same system as the human ship. 

 


