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Naomi Hirahara – Hiroshima Boy 

I found this book enlightening as well as entertaining, also much 
less gruesome than most mysteries. I also recommend this book.   

Hiroshima Boy is an unusual mystery/crime novel.  The main 
character is Mas Arai, a Japanese American who is in his 80s.  While 
there is a murder to be solved, the crime and search for the 
perpetrator seem a smaller part of the story than the reaction of 
Mas Arai to current life in Japan generally and the Hiroshima area specifically.  Mr. 
Arai was born in the US of Japanese parents, but lived for 17 years in Hiroshima, 
including the day the atomic bomb fell and destroyed the city.  Earlier books by Ms. 
Hirahara have Mas solving murders while working as a gardener in Los Angeles.  They 
describe how the group of Japanese Americans who live in Los Angeles deal with the 
dominant culture and maintain their own network of people who often help each 
other.  But they can also hurt each other.  Ms. Hirahara wrote that this will be the last 
book starring her character Mas Arai, who is in his mid-80s by the time of this book. 

Mas Arai returns to Hiroshima to deliver the ashes of his good friend to his friend’s 
sister.  On the visit he finds the body of a 14-year-old boy in the bay of an island near 
the city. He doesn’t want to get involved, but somehow does get drawn into the 
case.  He struggles with returning to a Japanese society that he doesn’t feel a part 
of.  And the people treat him as an outsider, not Japanese.  He also feels not fully 
American, so is an outsider to both places.   

In this book there is a murder, but not the multiple crimes from a serial killer that you 
find in many recent crime/mystery books.  No spattered blood dripping from the 
pages.  Hiroshima Boy doesn’t use body count to hold the reader’s attention.  Even 
people who prefer bloody tales may enjoy reading about Mas Arai’s adventures in 
Japan and with the Japanese.   

 

Doug Gordon 

 



Books for Christmas (& Other Occasion) Gifts 
Ashley Martinage 
 
Because Rock Springers know that I am a sucker for children’s picture books, a number of you have asked for 
recommendations for Christmas (and other occasion) gifts for the children in your lives. As you know from my 
Children’s moments, I believe that the engaging words and pictures of a story make Big Ideas relatable (for 
kids and adults!), connect children to important values, and empower them to take action to help bring about 
the world we believe God intends.  
 
Moreover, ensuring that a diverse range of characters are portrayed is a way to challenge racism. Studies 
show that children become aware of race as early as 3-6 MONTHS of age. Books open the door to 
observations and conversations that can help us to name -- and counteract -- racism, and to raise children who 
are actively anti-racist.  
 
Finally, books are just plain fun, and snuggling up together and reading creates wonderful memories. Here are 
some of my current favorites. Most of them are available in the Rock Spring Children’s Library, or will be soon. 
 
Christmas Books: 

● The Night of His Birth — Katherine Patterson – a gorgeously illustrated book that tells the story of 
Jesus’ birth from Mary’s perspective 

● Home by Another Way — Barbara Brown Taylor – tells the story from the perspective of the Three 
Wise Men, best for slightly older children 

● Nativity – Cynthia Rylant – tells the Christmas story with simplicity and connects the baby Jesus to his 
later teaching of the Beatitudes. 

● Bear Stays Awake — Karma Wilson – I love all the Bear books! 
● Room for a Little One – Martin Waddell – a beautiful book told by the kind animals that welcomed the 

baby 
● How Many Miles to Bethlehem? – Kevin Crossley-Holland – the story passes from character to 

character, full of opportunities to wonder 
 
Other books: 

● God’s Dream — Archbishop Desmond Tutu – perhaps my all-time favorite book for describing the world 
we believe that God intends, and the part each person can play in it 

● When God Made You — Matthew Paul Turner – delightful pictures and words about each of us being 
completely unique and perfectly made in God’s image 

● Each Kindness and The Other Side – Jacqueline Woodson – Woodson’s books beautifully demonstrate 
the ways we can cross divides 

● The Big Umbrella – Amy June Bates – there is room for all under the umbrella of God’s love 
● I Am Peace (A Book of Mindfulness) and I Am Human (A Book of Empathy) – Susan Verde – These 

books provide concrete guidance on managing emotions, mistakes, and relationships. 
 
 
 
 



Fact or Fiction: Which Do You Prefer? 

I was among the thousands of people who descended on the Washington Convention Center on 
Labor Day weekend for the 2019 National Book Festival, and I was not surprised when I found 
myself attracted to the authors speaking on the History and Biography stage and the panel on 
“Novels Based on Real People.” 

During the latter, Washington author Louis Bayard discussed his novel “Courting Mr. Lincoln,” 
which offers a fresh take on the relationships between Abraham Lincoln, Mary Todd and Joshua 
Speed in Springfield, Illinois, before the Lincolns were married. Bayard included only a one-
paragraph commentary on his sources, and during the Q&A, he expressed a bit of 
disappointment that traditional Lincoln scholars had not really engaged with him about his book 
and the nature of the relationship between Lincoln and Steed. In discussing his use of sources, 
Bayard that his book was a work of fiction, but that he “hewed as closely as possible to the 
historical record.”  

For those who like stories about real people, the Rock Spring Library has a good collection of 
both biographies and “novels based on real people.” While it doesn’t currently have Bayard’s 
novel on its shelves, it does have a good mix of both biographies and novels on the Civil War 
president and his wife.  

I like both of those kinds of books, although the novels (like “biopic” movies) sometimes leave 
me wondering, “Did that really happen?” And novelists are sometimes cagey about sharing how 
much they “made up.”  But if you like a dose of history in your reading, whether fact or fiction, 
there’s much you can find in the Rohrer Library.  

 If you’re eagerly waiting for the third season of “The Crown” to start, there’s still time to review 
the real story with “Elizabeth the Queen: The Life of a Modern Monarch,” by Sally Bedell 
Smith. Smith  has written biographies of members of dynasties on both sides of the Atlantic. If 
your taste runs to mysteries, there’s “Queen of Ambition,” by Fiona Buckley, set in the time of 
Queen Elizabeth 1. You’ll also find Hilary Mantel’s “Wolf Hall” and “Bring Up the Bodies.”  

If your taste runs to the big sweeping historical novel, there’s Ken Follett’s “The Pillars of the 
Earth,” about the building of a 12-century cathedral in a fictional town in England. E. L. 
Doctorow, meanwhile, uses a historical event as a starting point in his novels “World’s Fair,” set 
at the time of the 1939 New York World’s Fair, and “The March,” set against Sherman’s march 
through the South at the end of the Civil War. A very different Civil War- era “march” is 
Geraldine Brooks’s “March,” which retells Louisa May Alcott’s “Little Women” from the point 
of view of the girls’ absent father.  

When it comes to telling the stories of little-known women, writers sometimes resort to fiction 
because there may not be enough historical records available to flesh out a full biography. My 
latest glance through the library’s shelves was intrigued by a novel entitled “Clara and Mr. 
Tiffany,” based on Louis Comfort Tiffany and Clara Driscoll, who headed the women’s division 
of his glass-making enterprise. Meanwhile, in her fascinating biography “Cleopatra,” Stacy 
Schiff makes a convincing case that we actually know very little about the Egyptian queen, but 



what we think we know was shaped by male historians with various axes to grind.  And if your 
curiosity about the author of “To Kill a Mockingbird” has not been satisfied by all the recent 
books about her, you can check out “The Mockingbird Next Door: Life with Harper Lee,” by 
Marja Mills.  

Interested in what’s available? Check out the library’s online catalog at 
https://www.librarycat.org/lib/rscucclibrary. And if you have a good book to suggest, let the 
selection committee know by clicking here. https://www.rockspringucc.org/library-book-
suggestion# 

--Sara Fitzgerald 



                 WARLIGHT by Michael Ondaatje 
 
A while back my good friend Carolyn Hart was saying what a wonderful book Warlight is.  I had 
my doubts because I had found Ondaatje’s earlier work, The English Patient, rather daunting 
(great movie though).  Carolyn mentioned that she had liked Warlight so much that she had sent 
the following blurb to Goodreads: 
 
“I found this book very, very engaging and interesting. Beautifully crafted language evokes 
fascinating urban and rural settings, strange situations, and discoveries of love and strong 
emotions. It's written memoir style, from the perspective of an adult looking back on an unusual 
postwar childhood in and around London--wondering about, learning about, and coming to terms 
with his parents and an array of in-loco-parentis adults in his and his sister's life. It explores how 
we are raised and who we become, and how those two things are intertwined but not 
determinative.” 
 
Given her review, I knew I had to give Warlight a try.  Carolyn is absolutely right.  It is a 
beautiful moving work about coming of age amidst great uncertainty. The uncertainty for 
Nathaniel, the narrator, and his sister:  where are my parents, what are they doing, why aren’t 
they in contact with me, who are these people taking care of me, and, most importantly, how do I 
grow up not knowing the answers?   
 
Warlight also deals with the sacrifices and difficult moral choices made by intelligence services 
in the messy aftermath of the war in Europe.  We tend to forget the covert operations that 
continued in places wracked by ethnic tensions, competing political movements, and the deep 
seated need to avenge heinous wartime acts.  This is the world that Nathaniel’s mother navigates.  
Her departure on this path, and the lifelong secrecy surrounding her actions, will forever alter her 
relationship with those she has left behind. 
 
I particularly loved how Ondaatje evoked a sense of place, whether the nooks and crannies of the 
Thames’ shoreline, the marshes of Suffolk, the Italian countryside, London streets.  The reader is 
drawn into the geography of Nathaniel’s life and that of his mother.   It is a fascinating 
landscape.  Carolyn and I recommend you travel there. 
 
Gail Howell and Carolyn Hart 
 



Educated by Tara Westover 

Educated is a memoir of Tara Westover’s childhood in a 
survivalist family.  It is a horrific story, of physical and mental 
abuse, along with being denied schooling.  It is also a story of 
Tara overcoming the adversity with the help of an older 
brother and her grandmother, and in a few instances (but not 
many) her mother.  Tara writes well and at the end of every 
chapter we want to know what comes next.  The book is hard 
to put down and can be read fairly quickly.  It is powerful 

story of a woman not just surviving awful conditions but also of her outstanding 
achievement, despite the almost impossible odds. 

Tara’s family is fundamentalist Mormon.  It’s hard to say if there is much role of 
the religion in her troubles or just from the fundamentalist views of her parents.  
At times Tara speaks well of the greater church, in helping her at Brigham Young 
University.  At other times she seems to describing how it is holding her back.  For 
example, that women are not encouraged to have careers.  And that although 
polygamy is outlawed, it still fits into religious doctrine.  In the fundamentalist 
views of her parents, education is not important, especially for women. 

This book and Hillbilly Elegy by J.D. Vance both play to my prior beliefs and biases 
about the environments they were raised in.  I’m not sure that is such a good 
thing for me.  But Tara Westover’s memoir is well worth reading. 

I recommend it. 

-Doug Gordon 

 



Priestdaddy: A Memoir by Patricia Lockwood 

February’s blog on Where the Crawdads Sing was easy to write.   Priestdaddy is a whole other kettle of 
fish. Patricia Lockwood, a poet, has a beautiful way with words even when the subjects are ugly.  The 
priest in Priestdaddy is her father, who experienced a conversion watching The Exorcist while on 
submarine duty in the Navy.  He subsequently became a Lutheran minister, and later a Catholic priest.   
The Vatican allows married Lutheran Ministers who have converted to Catholicism to join the 
priesthood while married.  Lockwood grew up in several rectories “in all the worst cities of the 
Midwest”, and has colorful stories to describe from her youth there.  However, the focus of the book is 
on the several months when she, a lapsed Catholic, and her husband are welcomed home to live in the 
rectory.  They have to move in because of her husband’s illness and their financial insolvency.   

First a declaimer, I too am a lapsed Catholic.  I picked up this book based on a glowing review I had read.  
But from the beginning of the book I felt a visceral dislike of her domineering father.   I am glad I 
overcame that stumbling block and continued to read.  Lockwood’s struggle to become her own person 
despite the conservative, claustrophobic upbringing is worth the ride.  She is witty and perceptive.  She 
brings to life the world of conservative Catholicism in the Midwest.  You get a good sense of the 
insularity of the Catholic faithful, and their protectiveness toward their beliefs, customs, and priests.  I 
was brought up outside of Boston, a city filled with Catholics in that era.  It was only when I moved to 
the Midwest as a young teen that I encountered prejudice against Catholicism, experiencing the sense of 
being the “other”.  Lockwood had the added burden of being a very sensitive child expected to be the 
well behaved, devout daughter of her father “Father”.   She cannot live up to that expectation.   

 Sometimes you are whiplashed by Lockwood’s use of language. One minute it’s full on snark, the next 
lyricism. On one page she describes a janitor (unaware of his impending death from cancer) shyly 
sideling up to pick up the trash in the narthex where her mom has thrown a Gumbo feast for newly 
frocked priests.  “He looks at me a little bit sideways, because there is the risk, in this place, that if you 
look someone full in the face, you might see the starkest, most brutal Old Testament verse written 
there, like CIRCUMCISE YOUR CHILD ON THE TOP OF A MOUNTAINTOP WHILE A RAM WATCHES, and by 
then you’re caught, it’s too late to look away again and pretend you didn’t notice”.  A page later, a 
beautiful metaphor: “He (Darrell) doesn’t look skinny to me, he seems as solid and ongoing as anyone 
here.  But it is hard, while people walk among us, to imagine their absence; while they are present, they 
are a bread that is passed and passed among us and never comes to an end.”    

Lockwood’s mother and sibling are vivid characters.  There are very humorous stories about family 
outings, rites of passage, and a very fun trip with Mom to Key West.   But Lockwood also writes about 
the effects of living in a polluted Midwest town, her suicide attempt, and beady eyed priests who end up 
in jail.  Her first writing success came from the New Yorker’s publication of her poem Date Rape, a vivid 
description of her rape by an acquaintance of the family.  The good and the bad are deftly interwoven 
throughout the memoir.  The chapter titled Touch of Genius is followed by The Cum Queens of Hyatt 
Place; I am A Priest Forever is the chapter that precedes Abortion Barbie.  One minute you, the reader, 
are laughing out loud, the next you are shaking your head in dismay.   But you will never be bored taking 
this trip with Patricia Lockwood. 

 

Gail Howell 



Why Religion by Elaine Pagels 

Why Religion is a memoir, not a religious text.  As a professor, Elaine Pagels researches the history of 
religion, primarily Christianity.  I know little about religion and the history of religion.  I guessed that this 
book might include some of Dr Pagels’ findings, without all the footnotes.  That guess was correct.  
Elaine Pagels had tragedies in her life, including the loss of a young son and relatively young husband. 
Additionally, she struggled with sexual discrimination and harassment.  She found help with these 
difficult times from her research.  She explains how some of her writings and views were a result of her 
personal trials and losses, or changed greatly because of them.   Dr Pagels is famous for her popular 
book The Gnostic Gospels.  She uses various of those writings to expand on her discussion of topics in 
the bible. 

An example.   Dr Pagels prints a letter she received from Harvard University responding to her 
application for admission to the doctoral program in religion.  Here is an excerpt: “Ordinarily we would 
admit an applicant with your qualifications.  However, we are not able to offer a place in our doctoral 
program to a woman, since we have many qualified applicants, and are able to admit only seven to our 
doctoral program. In our experience, unfortunately, women students have always quit before 
completing the degree.  However, if you are still serious about pursuing a doctorate next year at this 
time, we have agreed to offer you admission to our doctoral program for the following year.”    

Elaine Pagels studied classics at Stanford for a year and a masters degree, then went to Harvard the 
following year.  While there she was harassed and attacked by one professor in particular, but got her 
degree. She was asked to speak about women in the bible for a feminist lecture in 1970.   Elaine used 
her own experience help motivate her discussion about versions of the Adam and Eve story and how 
interpretations of the story change through time with different cultures.   

After her tragic losses she researched why people have often interpreted suffering as a divine 
punishment.  “Why do we feel guilty, even when we’ve done nothing to bring on illness or death – even 
when we’ve done everything possible to prevent it?  Suffering feels like punishment … no doubt that’s 
one reason why people still tell the story of Adam and Eve, which interprets suffering that way.” 

She describes how not only was her grief filled with sadness, but also a lot of anger.  She discusses how 
the middle section of the book of Job addresses anger at God.  Also, how in the bible Satan became a 
substitute for anger at God, so that God would always be good and merciful.  Later in her memoir she 
explains how she became interested in the topics that resulted in her book on Revelation.  In much of 
the discussion of each religious topic she includes passages from the Gnostic Gospels to provide 
additional context.  There are a small number of footnotes in the book.  I didn’t escape them entirely. 

One interesting fact from the beginning of the book that has little to do with the rest of it.  Elaine Pagels 
was friends with Jerry Garcia years before he founded the Grateful Dead.  She also has a hypothesis for 
the origin of the band’s name. 

Why Religion is a great book for someone like me who would like to learn about religious history but 
knows little and isn’t ready for a textbook.  I highly recommend it.  In fact, it is an excellent book which 
has been chosen for the Rock Spring book club. 

by Doug Gorden 



By Sara Fitzgerald 

If you grew up, as I did, in a middle-class, Midwestern home in the middle of the 20th century, 

Norman Rockwell helped to define the visuals of your life. Starting in 1916 and continuing for 

47 years, he created more than 300 covers for The Saturday Evening Post. (When new 

management fired the magazine’s art director in 1962, Rockwell moved over to Look.)  

 Four decades after his death, Rockwell’s work continues to spark interest. Between now 

and April 29, four of the artist’s most famous paintings, “The Four Freedoms,” will be on display 

at the George Washington University Museum and the Textile Museum at 701 21st Street NW. 

The paintings depict the four freedoms outlined by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in a January 

1941 speech—freedom of religion, freedom of speech, freedom from want and freedom from 

fear. The paintings’ national tour began at the old Hecht’s Department Store in downtown 

Washington in 1943 and helped promote the sale of war bonds.  

 Rockwell’s work always appealed to me because it was, frankly, accessible, often telling 

a story, usually with a touch of humor. I felt I “knew” Rockwell more than other artists, in part 

because he occasionally depicted himself in his work. (One of those paintings, “Norman 

Rockwell Visits a Country Editor,” brought more than $10 million to the National Press Club’s 

scholarship fund a few years ago when the club decided it could no longer afford to insure the 

artist’s gift.)  

But Deborah Solomon’s well-reviewed 2013 biography of the artist, “American Mirror: 

The Life and Art of Norman Rockwell,” details how the artist’s own life was quite different from 

the genial world he usually painted. An insecure loner, Rockwell struggled to make it as an 

illustrator in the early 20th century at a time when the art world was embracing abstraction and 



the avant garde. The warm humanity displayed in Rockwell’s paintings did not always extend to 

his personal life. He married three times, was a distant father, and wrestled with anxiety, 

depression and hypochondria. His second wife was institutionalized and he sought treatment 

from psychiatrists for his own concerns. Solomon also raises questions about the ways in which 

the artist recruited friends and neighbors, including children, to pose for him. 

 In returning to Solomon’s book six years after I first read it, I found myself musing over 

whether Rockwell depicted a kind of “Make America Great Again” world to which many 

Americans now seem to want to return, the predominately white Saturday Evening Post world of 

my youth. However, as Rockwell got older, his paintbrush and perspective sharpened. The 

uniform faces of Americans he depicted in 1943’s “Freedom of Religion” evolved into the 

multicultural religions he represented in 1961’s “The Golden Rule,” illustrating Rockwell’s 

realization that all of the world’s major religions espoused some version of “Do Unto Others As 

You Would Do Unto Yourself.” In 1963, he painted “The Problem We All Live With,” a 

dramatic depiction of Ruby Bridges, a young African-American girl being escorted by federal 

marshals as she desegregated her New Orleans elementary school. Solomon is a skilled 

biographer, but she is also an art critic, who helps unschooled readers understand the techniques 

Rockwell used to achieve the arresting visual impact of this work.  

 This book should appeal to those who enjoy biographies, and who are also interested in 

art history, the media and 20th century American history. And if you are traveling to the 

Berkshires, “American Mirror” is a good companion for a visit to Stockbridge and the Norman 

Rockwell Museum, where the bulk of the artist’s works reside and where his last studio has been 

reconstructed,  in the New England town where he lived for his last quarter-century.  



 

WHERE THE CRAWDADS SING by Delia Owens 

As I write this blog, Where the Crawdads Sing sits at number one 
on the New York Time’s fiction list.  My first thought seeing that 
was “how odd”.  It is not the usual high-octane thriller/mystery 
that tops the list.  There is a dead body in the prologue and a 
suspenseful trial later in the novel.  But Crawdads is much more 
than a who done it.  That is why you will not find it in the mystery 
section of the Rohrer Library.  

Where the Crawdad Sings is a tale of desertion and survival despite 
tremendous odds.  Kya, the heroine of the story, is only 7 years old 
when her mother and siblings depart their shack in the marsh.  Left 
with an abusive, drunken, often absent father, Kya must learn to 
fend for herself.  One day he doesn’t return.  Spurned by 
townspeople as marsh trash, Kya, who they call the Marsh Girl, 

turns to the natural world for solace.  It is her schoolroom.  The novel is filled with beautiful descriptions 
of her surroundings and her exploration of animal behavior and plant life.  

Kya is fortunate to be befriended by Jumpin and his wife Mabel who call upon their African American 
community to quietly support the poor child, buying the fish she smokes and providing clothing as she 
grows.  Her departed brother’s friend Tate also gently reaches out to Kya.  But Kya largely lives an 
isolated life on the waters of the marsh.   

Two men play a major role in her maturation.  But I am not going to discuss them or the details of Kya’s 
difficulty expressing love after abandonment throughout her life.  Because of her “oddness” the Marsh 
Girl becomes an easy person to accuse when a dead body is discovered.  The novel interleaves the 
development of a case against her, with her growth from an illiterate unloved child to an accomplished 
young naturalist, and it gives a nice rhythm to the plot.     

Today there are 264 people on the Arlington County Library waitlist for this novel.  Isn’t it wonderful 
that you as a Rock Springer will not have a long wait?  Just stop by the Rohrer where you will find this 
rewarding read in our new book fiction section. 

 

 

 

 



THE FUN OF BEING ON THE LIBRARY COMMITTEE 

A while back I was telling a friend about how the library committee chooses the books we buy for our 
Rohrer Library.  She is an avid book lover and said she couldn’t wait to retire and join the committee.  I 
really enjoy our monthly meeting where we all bring titles we recommend and debate whether these 
books are the ones that would appeal to Rock Springers.  Some picks are easy.  When I see positive 
reviews for a book in several newspapers or periodicals, I am pretty confident that I should nominate it 
for purchase.  “Grant” by Ron Chernow is a good example of this.  It got terrific reviews as did his 
previous book “Alexander Hamilton”, which spawned the musical “Hamilton”.  I don’t think Lin Manuel 
Miranda will write a musical about President Grant but you never know.  The library committee is trying 
not to buy books over 500 pages because they have lacked readership in the past, but the committee 
made an exception for “Grant” and more recently for a new biography on Frederick Douglas, which has 
also gotten rave reviews.  Sometimes as part of the decision- making process, Nancy Buchholz or Diana 
Johnson will whip out her smart phone and look at the number of holds on a book at the Arlington 
Public Library.  It’s a good indicator that the book might be a good candidate for purchase.   Another 
easy recommendation is any book written by Louise Penny.  Her mysteries fly off our shelves.   

I love being able to bring a bunch of recommendations to the table, but some months are dry ones for 
me despite having read the book reviews in the Washington Post, New York Times, Wall Street Journal, 
New Yorker and Atlantic.  Its mid-month and there’s only one on my list so far.  But the beauty of being 
on the committee is that I know others will have lots of recommendations.  Will Mead might suggest a 
non-fiction book, Pam Hendrickson a mystery, Bettie Clark a novel, Ann Zuniga a biography, Daena 
Kluegel a children’s book.  We try to have a good mix of non-fiction, fiction and mysteries on the list 
each month. Ashley Martinage recommends books that would find readership within the pre-school 
audience and YORS.   We also get recommendations from Rock Springers.   From all these 
recommendations we winnow down the list to about 10 books a month, which is the amount that we 
are able to fund at present. 

At the end of the month, after the new books have been recorded in Rohrer on-line catalog, we put the 
protective covering on the book jackets (an unwieldy process), annotate in the book its date of 
purchase, and try to remember to paste the card holder right side up.  Onto to shelves they go.  I always 
wonder, was my recommendation the right one for Rock Spring?  Once and I while I will pull a book out 
to see if it has been checked out.  I am always happy if it has been a hit.  In the future when we go to on-
line check out, we will easily be able to review our purchase history and see if we were successful at 
gauging the Rohrer audience.   

I have been impressed by the thought and care that the committee puts into the process of selecting the 
library’s holdings, and I know that book loving friend of mine will love being on the committee once she 
retires. 

 

 

 



   DIVINE INSPIRATION by Jane Langton.  A rainy afternoon, a pot of bean soup
   bubbling on the stovetop, what better time for sinking into a cozy mystery?
   Jane Langton’s Homer Kelly mysteries, a series noted for its good humor and 
   social conscience, are always perfect for whiling away the hours.  Homer, a
   former Boston homicide detective, is a Harvard professor who specializes in
   Transcendentalist philosophy, and in his spare time, solving murders.  Our
   Rohrer Memorial Library contains many Jane Langton’s mysteries, but I zeroed
   in immediately on Divine Inspiration because of the book jacket description
   which indicated that it was about the installation of a new pipe organ, church
   politics and organist mischief. Having been a member of the Rock Spring organ
   committee, I knew this one was right up my alley.   

Alan Starr, master organist and local rep of a pipe organ company, is about to begin voicing the new 
organ at Church of the Commonwealth when he encounters a cute little baby crawling up the steps of 
the church. The door of the house next to the church is wide open. Alan, baby in tow, walks in and finds 
a pool of blood. The baby’s mother, the recently widowed Rosie, also an organist, is nowhere to be seen.  
The Church of the Commonwealth organist, for whom Alan is working, also takes an unexpected leave 
of absence immediately this discovery.   

Are these disappearances related to the fire that destroyed the old organ in the church and killed the 
church sexton?  Is the baby’s mother ever going to return? Given the lack of police interest in solving 
these questions, Alan turns to Homer Kelly for help. This sounds like a standard mystery, filled with the 
usual red herrings, so why read it? Because it is really satisfying bonbon. And we need something sweet 
these days. 

The characters provide a colorful backdrop to Alan’s search for baby Charley’s mother – among them 
the church minister who blames himself for the death of the sexton, the aged tone- deaf music 
benefactress, the eagle eyed church treasurer, a harried social worker, musicians vying for the interim 
organist position, and Homer’s intrepid wife Mary. The church building itself becomes part of the plot. 
Will it withstand the drought drying the pillars on which it stands? There are many wonderful subplots 
within Divine Inspiration and it would be a shame to disclose them in this blog. That is one of the 
challenges of writing blogs about mysteries.   

Give Jane Langton’s Homer Kelly mysteries a try. Homer, the antithesis of the cynical  hard- boiled 
detectives in many of today’s mystery series, is a relief to cuddle up with.  

Written by Gail Howell



I love getting recommendations for books. I have rarely been 

disappointed and often introduced to great reads. Some 

recommendations are perfect in their timing. Such a book turns out to 

the book to read at that moment for whatever reason. These 

recommendations are rarer and very special. The Young Adult novel, “A 

Ring of Endless Light” by Madeleine L’Engle was such a book. The library 

copy was handed to me not long after my father’s memorial service. 

Madeline L’Engle once said, “We turn to stories and pictures and music 

because they show us who and what and why we are.” My friend said 

she thought I would relate to the characters and that it would be a 

comfort. It was a perfect recommendation. 

Vicky Austin is a 16-year old whose summer is packed with coming-of-

age experiences from first love to grief. Her beloved grandfather, with 

whom she shares a love for poetry, is a minister dying of cancer. There 

are three distinctly different young men who are very interested in her. And, there are dolphins whom 

she discovers she can communicate with telepathically. Vicky has a poet’s sensibility and an adventurous 

spirit. At the crisis point in the book when she questions everything, when she is surrounded by death 

and dying, and when she grapples with her faith, love from those important to her pulls her through. 

“A Ring of Endless Light” is the fourth book in the Austin Family series. It wasn’t necessary to read the 

prior books in the series to appreciate or understand this one. It was a Newbury Honor Book in 1981.  

It seems inevitable to compare this book to L’Engle’s most famous book “A Wrinkle in Time.” L’Engle, a 

great storyteller, creates believable, intelligent and thoughtful young people in both books. In both, the 

children confront the big issues of being human. Both address spiritual questions.  “A Wrinkle in Time” 

with tesseract travel, and Mrs. Who, Mrs. Whatsit, and Mrs. Which will always be the favorite for this 

reader. However, I am glad I read “A Ring of Endless Light” at the moment I did. Thank you, Laurie, for 

the recommendation. 

Written by Donna Moss 



“The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of the Great Migration” 
by Isabel Wilkerson had been on my list of books to read for many 
years, based on published reviews and the recommendations of 
friends. So when I spotted it recently on the shelf of Rock Spring’s 
library, I grabbed it. 

I'm glad I did. The book lives up to its billing and deservedly won a 
National Book Critics Circle Award in 2010 for the epic tale of the 
Great Migration of an estimated six million blacks out of the 
repressive South to other parts of the country from 1915 to 1970, 
hoping to create a better life for themselves and their families. 

Using a combination of extensive oral histories and scholarly 
research, she tells the engaging and moving stories of three 
individuals as the foundation for this sweeping and engaging history 
lesson.  

Each of the protagonists reflect a slice of the population that 
migrated. Ida Mae Gladney was a sharecropper who moved with her 
husband and young children to Chicago in 1937. George Starling, an 
orange picker in Florida who yearned for a college education, had to 
flee to New York in 1945 after he tried to organize other pickers to 

demand higher pay. Dr. Robert Pershing Foster, a talented Louisiana surgeon frustrated by the lack of 
opportunity in his home state,  headed to the promised land of California in 1953 and found that no hospitals or 
physician groups there wanted black doctors either.  

For Wilkerson, an African-American journalist who won a Pulitzer Prize in feature writing while working at the 
New York Times, the story is a personal one. Her mother migrated from Georgia to Washington, DC, as a 
young, single woman. The author spent 15 years collecting oral histories and academic research to put together 
this impressive work of nonfiction. 

The rich details Wilkerson provides in her writing helped this white reader better understand how racism 
touched every part of a black person’s life even outside the South, such as restricting the city blocks they were 
allowed to live on, the types of jobs they could get and the hotels where they could spend the night on long road 
trips.  

But the book also captures the personal triumphs of the migrants, from the small ones – voting for the first time 
without fear of life-threatening repercussions – to the big ones, such as raising a close-knit family or buying a 
mansion in a desirable neighborhood in Los Angeles. 

My criticisms of the book are small. Wilkerson tends to repeat bits of information just pages later  and 
occasionally hits the reader over the head with points rather than allowing readers to reach their own 
conclusions, such as explaining which of her protagonists was the happiest by the end of their lives and why. 

Despite those minor points, for anyone interested in understanding how race relations got to the point they are 
today or who just wants to read a very good book about an important aspect of 20th century American history, 
“Warmth” – even at 600 pages – is well worth the time. 

Written by: Deborah Duffy 
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