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Exploring Genre Fiction
Hello! While your regular Book Buzz-er, Carolyn Larson, is away, I will be presenting some good reads in her place.  Since I’m a voracious reader of genre fiction, I’d like to share favorite books that have been published recently.  
If you too appreciate the speculation of Science Fiction, the world-building and heroism of Fantasy, the puzzle of Mystery, the promise of a happy ending in Romance, or the heart-pounding plotting of Suspense, then I hope you will try one or more of the titles listed here—all of which are available in the new adult fiction section of your Lihue Public Library (except for Lessons in French, which will be ready to borrow soon).  If any title that intrigues you is checked out, feel free to ask me for other reading suggestions while you wait.  Happy reading!  
Michelle Young, Lihue Public Library
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Blake Charlton’s Spellwright (2010) features Nicodemus Weal, a wizard who trains at Starhaven, a magical environment where words and language reign supreme. Nicodemus is rumored to be the Halcyon who is prophesied to prevent the world from falling into chaos.  However, his inability to spell correctly means that every magical text he touches is corrupted. When a powerful wizard is murdered with a misspell, suspicion immediately falls upon Nicodemus, who must now dare to use his unpredictable magic to identify the real killer.
If you enjoy this unique premise, then you’ll be glad that the end of this story promises that Nicodemus’ adventures will continue.  While you wait for the sequel, you may want to try another different magical world in Flesh and Fire (2009) by Laura Anne Gilman, where spells are linked to the production and consumption of wine.
Mystery
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Alan Bradley’s The Sweetness at the Bottom of the Pie (2009) stars eleven-year-old Flavia de Luce, a precocious chemist who is concerned by the dead bird left on her doorstep with a postage stamp pinned to its beak.  When she finds a dying man at Buckshaw, her family’s mansion, she is even more determined to investigate—especially because her philatelist father has been accused of his murder!  

This snapshot of 1950s England will likely appeal to readers who likes “cozy” mysteries—that is, puzzles without a lot of gore.  Anyone who enjoys singular characters will be delighted by young Flavia as she has a definite personality, brilliant but naïve mind, and exceptional courage.  Her prank- and insult-filled relationships with her older sisters amuse since there seems to be an underlying affection that lies beneath. You can join Flavia and her family again in The Weed That Strings the Hangman’s Bag (2010).
Romance
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Childhood sweethearts Callie and Trevelyn are unexpectedly reunited in Laura Kinsale’s lighthearted historical romance, Lessons in French (2010). Trevelyn, the son of diminished French émigrés, was sent away after Callie’s disapproving father, the Earl of Shelford, caught them together in the carriage house.  Since then, Callie has been jilted by three fiancés and is ready to give up on love, instead devoting herself fully to the prize cattle that she raises.  But when she accepts the marriage proposal of Major Sturgeon, a former fiancé with an ulterior motive, Trevelyn, who is recently returned home after gaining a fortune through shadowy business dealings, refuses to let her marry a man who will not love her as she deserves…even if it means revealing the scandal that stains his conscience.  
Laura Kinsale is one of my all-time favorite romance authors because she has written several “meaty” romances that address serious issues—for example, Flowers From the Storm (1992) describes an arrogant duke who has suffered a stroke and must submit to the help of a Quaker woman. One man who recovered from a stroke recommended this book to his doctor and loved ones to help them better understand his experience—what a testimony to the power of a well-written story!
Science Fiction
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Blackout (2010), by Hugo and Nebula winner Connie Willis, features three time-traveling historians from 2060 Oxford University who travel to the 1940s to learn more about commoners’ lives during World War II.  Eileen serves as a maid at a county manor, caring for a group of children evacuated from their city homes, and is appalled when a measles breakout forces her into quarantine. Polly finds work as a shop girl and takes cover in the underground shelters to study the behavior of her companions, but quickly realizes that her knowledge of the bomb targets is alarmingly inaccurate.  Meanwhile, Michael discovers that he has been dropped at Dunkirk, many miles from his intended destination of Dover, and that his actions may--contrary to historians’ belief--change the future.
This book will please readers who enjoy pondering the “what ifs?” involved with time travel as well as fans of richly detailed historical fiction.  Historical fiction is an effective way to learn about the past because a good story with sympathetic characters can make you care about the events they live through, and even compel you to research more. Willis’s earlier The Doomsday Book (1992), in which another historian is sent to the Middle Ages, is the reason I became intrigued by the Black Plague. If I were a history teacher, I would be sure to include contemporary historical fiction in the curriculum right alongside a textbook. 
Suspense/Thriller
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Spy thrillers don’t get any better than Olen Steinhauer’s The Tourist (2009). Milo Weaver used to be a “Tourist”—a secret CIA black ops field agent—but opted for a desk job and family life after a mission went disastrously wrong. Six years later, Milo is accused of murdering another Tourist who was his best friend, and he must reprise his role in order to clear his name and track down the real killer. Along the way, he will have to distinguish the truth among layers of lies, protect his family from professional assassins, and come face-to-face with his archenemy, the Tiger.
The complex plotting, cynical tone, and psychological emphasis that mark Steinhauer’s work have garnered flattering comparisons to author John Le Carré. Since the story takes place after 9/11, it may cause the reader to wonder whether the confusion and conspiracy presented indeed reflect what it’s like to work for the CIA today. The suspense intensifies in The Nearest Exit (2010), the second installment in the Milo Weaver trilogy.
Michelle Young received her Masters in Library and Information Science degree from the University of Washington.  She currently works as a library assistant at the Lihue Public Library and is always glad to hear what people are reading.
