US Recommended Reading
Summer 2010
Popular Fiction
Wintergirls 






 Laurie Halse Anderson
This is an emotional and dark novel about the interior world of girls who battle anorexia, Anderson is an author who can really get the reader to inhabit her characters. Be sure to read the Acknowledgements at the end where she mentions her time spent at MPH!

The Hunger Games 





Suzanne Collins
Set in the future, after the US has suffered war and famine, this dystopian novel features riveting fight scenes to the death, as selected teens are pitted against each other in an annual “entertainment” that is broadcast throughout the land. A bit gory in parts but very inventive. Book two is called Catching Fire and book 3, Mockingjay is due out August 2010.
Testimony 






Anita Shreve
Can one event shatter an entire community? A videotape surfaces at a New England boarding school that threatens to do just that. Part mystery and part realistic thriller, Shreve’s characters alternate points of view in this convincing story. Could it happen here?

The Possibilities of Sainthood 



Donna Freitas 
A funny and touching story of a girl’s coming of age in a small Italian Catholic community in Rhode Island. While she is expected to help out with the family grocery business, she is looking for a boyfriend and petitioning the Vatican for sainthood. Find out if she gets either one in this quick light read, perfect for summer. 
The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian

Sherman Alexie
Sherman Alexie explores Indian (Native American) identity in his often hilarious fiction. Mixed with teen humor, sprinkled with cartoons and occasional profanity, this story describes the conflict “Junior” feels when, on his math teacher’s  recommendation, he leaves the “rez” and enrolls at the all white high school 22 miles away.  
The Golden Compass (part of His Dark Materials trilogy)
Philip Pullman
This dark fantasy series explores philosophy, science and religion. It’s also an adventure story with magic maps, talking animals and the wonderfully inventive idea that each person has an animal manifestation of their soul, a “daemon” which protects them from birth and is based on her/his personality. Follow Lyra through 3 books as she battles evil to save the world.

The Ruins of Gorlan (part of The Ranger’s Apprentice series) John Flanagan
Can anyone become a hero? In this, book 1 of the series by Australian author Flanagan, an orphan named Will wants more than anything to attend battleschool and become a knight. But when he learns he is considered too small and instead is chosen to apprentice with archers – a secretive and dangerous group – he has no idea the great adventure he will become involved in that will ultimately save the kingdom. 
The Brief Wonderous Life of Oscar Wao 


Junot Diaz

The over 300 pound “lovesick ghetto nerd” Oscar lives with his Dominican American mother and sister in New Jersey and dreams of becoming a fantasy writer like J.R.R. Tolkien. Be prepared for lots of Spanish mixed into the narrative, long explanatory footnotes (that could be a novel in themselves) as you read this funny, sad, and brilliant work. It’s almost a performance. 

Classic Authors
A classic should resonate with all sorts of people, across cultures and time periods. It’s hard to say which book by these authors will be the one to make you appreciate them and perhaps any one will do. Remember too there are great movies made from classics that make for a fun comparison and shed further light on their ability to capture our attention. 
John Steinbeck – you may have read Of Mice and Men but if not, you should. And for Steinbeck’s shorter novels try Cannery Row or Tortilla Flat. He is a great American writer, often writing about” the West,” from the perspective of the 20th century.  You learn history but you also hear the voices of America with characters that are real and often tragic. Also consider reading the epics East of Eden and The Grapes of Wrath.
Jane Austen – I feel Austen is often dismissed as a novelist of “manners.” But I think she writes with a sense of humor and love about human foibles such as vanity, greed, anxiety and self absorption. And she writes wonderfully. Try Emma and Pride and Prejudice
Charles Dickens – I picked up Dickens in high school and liked him immediately. Though I understand this is not the case for many. It may take some years to appreciate him and perhaps you never will. But that would be a shame. He’s certainly melodramatic at times (that last speech at the end of A Tale of Two Cities e.g.) but I also think what he writes about the politics of his time is very relevant today. Check out Little Dorrit to start. 
F. Scott Fitzgerald – Another great American writer who “explains us to ourselves.” Fitzgerald’s novels (and indeed his own life) illustrate how the veneer of a certain wealthy and glamorous life style often covers a more disaffected and even immoral life.
Try Tender is the Night or The Great Gatsby.
Memoir
The biography section in public libraries often circulates the most titles. But the contemporary memoir has really gained popularity over the last 20 or so years and some say we are in the “confessional age.” In memoirs, interesting questions are raised about the reliability of a story teller. Are our own memories reliable? Do people in a family understand the same experiences the same way?  Does it matter? Below are a few memoirs that have captured a younger audience.
Glass Castle by Jeannette Walls is a well written rags to riches story. Her eccentric parents could be characterized as at best “bohemian” and at worst could be punished for neglect. If you like stories about dysfunctional families, this one is well written.
This Boys Life by Tobias Wolff may be the “dysfunctional family” memoir that started the memoir craze. The book describes the circumstances of Toby’s coming of age, in a broken family in America in the 1950s. Amazing prose writing that helps keep you interested beyond the harsh realities of this grim story. This writer’s children graduated from MPH! 
Name All the Animals by Alison Smith – the loss of her 18 year old brother in an accident is the catalyst for this memoir from a woman who grew up in tight knit catholic family in Rochester New York. 
Short Stories/Essays/Nonfiction 

On short car trips or an afternoon at the beach, a compilation of short stories and essays is perfect. The following collections are a great way to get a sense of a writer’s voice and style when you don’t feel like tackling their longer works. Roald Dahl’s Kiss Kiss, J.D. Salinger’s Nine Stories, George Orwell’s A Collection of Essays, Ernest Hemingway’s The Short Stories (esp. “Hills Like White Elephants.”) Any of David Sedaris’ books are funny but I especially like Holidays on Ice. George Saunders (another MPH affiliated writer) has several funny and thought provoking short story collections (and he’s a Macarthur Genius!) including In Persuasion Nation and CivilWarLand in Bad Decline as well as his nonfiction The Braindead Megaphone. Chuck Klosterman is another popular essayist who explores more contemporary American culture and has a great sense of humor.
Graphic Novels

I’m sure you don’t need to be told that these aren’t comics. These are “full on” novels and nonfiction texts that tell all sorts of stories. A few favorites include Maus – the autobiographical story by Art Speigelman that started the graphic novel genre, Persepolis, an autobiographical story about life during the Iranian revolution by Marjane Satrapi and American Born Chinese about race, identity and growing up as Chinese American, by Gene Yang. 

