
Seven Good Reads at the Nichols Library 

 It’s a truism that the books at the top of the best-seller are not always the best books of the day.  

Here are seven books that did not crack the top of the NY Times list but are well worth a look.   They 

might not be up there with Donna Tartt’s  The Goldfinch but they could be a welcome diversion from the 

usual run of family dramas, crime stories and the Patterson book-of-the month.  

 The Guts by Roddy Doyle.  Booker Prize–winner Doyle returns with this hilarious and tender 

pseudo-sequel to The Commitments. Jimmy Rabbitte—last seen as the brash, young manager of the 

Commitments—is now middle-aged.  He’s still kicking around Dublin, married now, with four kids. The 

economy has gone to pot, but he is getting by as a promoter of nostalgia bands.  When Jimmy is 

diagnosed with bowel cancer, however, he finds himself suddenly reevaluating his life.   This could all be 

dreadfully maudlin, but in Doyle’s hands , its grounds for “light stepping comedy” and results in a lovely 

take on middle age.  Says Library Journal, “it's rare to read about a man's midlife crisis, complete with a 

stalled career, bowel cancer, and an extramarital affair, and burst out laughing, yet Doyle pulls it off with 

his trademark running dialog replete with Irish obscenities and sly musical references (Library Journal).’    

Apple Tree Yard by Louise Doghy.  The novel opens in a London courtroom; Yvonne, a middle-

aged geneticist,  is being questioned about her role in the death of a male colleague.  On trial? The man 

with whom she has been having an illicit, passionate affair.    This  “a thinking person's Gone Girl”  is 

about deceptions and self-deceptions.  Comments author Hilary Mantel, “there can’t be a woman alive 

who hasn’t once realized, in a moment of panic, that she’s in the wrong place at the wrong time with 

the wrong man. Louise Doughty surefootedly leads her unnerved reader into dark territory” in this  

“compelling and bravely written book.” 

The Diary of Anna Madrigal by Armistad Maupin (Tales of the City) is one of our march MVSB 

Book of the Month picks. The former residents of 28 Barbary Ln. are still fluttering around their 

erstwhile landlady,  Anna Madrigal, now 93 and frail, but still full of panache.  Having had one of the 

earliest sex-change operations in the U.S., Anna is a legend in the transgender community.  Her 

caretaker, Jake, has built a special float for her to ride at this year's Burning Man festival.  “Maupin spins 

his usual good-hearted web of intrigues” involving people who have created their own community 

(Kirkus Reviews).”  Despite the soap-operatic plot , this tale is  “compulsively readable and endearing 

(Booklist).”     

The Ghost of the Mary Celeste by Valarie Martin.  In 1872, the brig Mary Celeste, en route from 

New York to Genoa, is found floating at sea, no one aboard, and no real clues as to what happened to its 

crew of seven, including the captain, Benjamin Briggs; his wife; and his daughter. A decade later, Doyle, 

who has not yet created Sherlock Holmes, writes a fictional account of the ship’s fate.   Author Martin 

employs  multiple voices, styles and points of view  to striking effect.  The NY Times raved, calling  Mary 

Celeste a  "sly and masterly historical novel, a page-turner written with intelligence and flair.” 

The Martian by Andy Weir.  A dust storm strands astronaut Mark Watney on Mars and forces his 

landing crew to abandon the mission and return to Earth in Weir’s excellent first novel, an SF thriller. 

Watney, injured by flying debris and presumed dead, is alone on Mars with no communication and 



limited supplies. He is, however, the mission engineer, the fix-it guy, and with intelligence and grit he 

goes to work to stay alive.  Weir “displays a virtuosic ability to write about highly technical situations 

without leaving readers far behind. The result is a story that is as plausible as it is compelling (Kirkus 

Reviews).”  

Andrew’s Brain by E.  L. Doctorow.  Andrew is a cognitive scientist preoccupied with the process in which 

the brain becomes mind.  Over the course of the novel, readers discover that the workings of Andrew’s  

mind have become increasingly problematic.  ‘This babbling Andrew is a casualty of his times, binding 

his wounds with thick wrappings of words, ideas, bits of story, whatever his spinning mind can unspool 

for him (NY Times ).” 

This House is Haunted by John Boyle (The Absolutists).  Written in Dickensian prose, This House Is 

Haunted is a striking homage to the classic nineteenth-century ghost story.Set in Norfolk in 1867, Eliza 

Caine responds to an ad for a governess position at Gaudlin Hall in the wilds of Norfolk.   When she 

arrives she finds only the children present.  There is no adult present to represent her mysterious 

employer, and the children offer no explanation.  Boyne “ creates a subtle, satisfying tale of ghostly 

terror.” 


