
Rare Reads November (in December!) Book Selections 

 

Fin and Lady by Cathleen Schine 

It’s 1964. Eleven-year-old Fin and his glamorous, worldly, older half sister, Lady, have just been 

orphaned, and Lady, whom Fin hasn’t seen in six years, is now his legal guardian and his only 

hope. That means Fin is uprooted from a small dairy farm in rural Connecticut to Greenwich 

Village, smack in the middle of the swinging ’60s. He soon learns that Lady—giddy, careless, 

urgent, and obsessed with being free—is as much his responsibility as he is hers. Fin and Lady 

lead their lives against the background of the ’60s, the civil rights movement, and the Vietnam 

War—Lady pursued by ardent, dogged suitors, Fin determined to protect his impulsive sister 

from them and from herself. 

 

Benediction by Kent Haruf 

When Dad Lewis is diagnosed with terminal cancer, he and his wife must work together, along 

with their daughter, to make his final days as comfortable as possible, despite the bitter absence 

of their estranged son. Next door, a young girl moves in with her grandmother and contends with 

the memories that Dad’s condition stirs up of her own mother’s death. A newly arrived preacher 

attempts to mend his strained relationships with his wife and son, and soon faces the disdain of 

his congregation when he offers more than they are used to getting on Sunday mornings. And 

throughout, an elderly widow and her middle-aged daughter do all they can to ease the pain of 

their friends and neighbors. 

 

Boy, snow, bird by Helen Oyeyemi 

In the winter of 1953, Boy Novak arrives by chance in a small town in Massachusetts, looking, 

she believes, for beauty—the opposite of the life she’s left behind in New York. She marries a 

local widower and becomes stepmother to his winsome daughter, Snow Whitman. A wicked 

stepmother is a creature Boy never imagined she’d become, but elements of the familiar tale of 

aesthetic obsession begin to play themselves out when the birth of Boy’s daughter, Bird, who is 

dark-skinned, exposes the Whitmans as light-skinned African Americans passing for white. 

Among them, Boy, Snow, and Bird confront the tyranny of the mirror to ask how much power 

surfaces really hold. 

 

The woman upstairs by Claire Messud 

Nora Eldridge, a 37-year-old elementary school teacher in Cambridge, Massachusetts, is on the 

verge of disappearing. Having abandoned her desire to be an artist, she has become the "woman 

upstairs," a reliable friend and tidy neighbour always on the fringe of others' achievements. Then 

into her classroom walks a new pupil, Reza Shahid, a child who enchants as if from a fairy tale. 

He and his parents--dashing Skandar, a half-Muslim Professor of Ethical History born in Beirut, 

and Sirena, an effortlessly glamorous Italian artist--have come to America for Skandar to teach at 

Harvard. But one afternoon, Reza is attacked by schoolyard bullies who punch, push and call 

him a "terrorist," and Nora is quickly drawn deep into the complex world of the Shahid family. 

Soon she finds herself falling in love with them, separately and together. Nora's happiness 

explodes her boundaries--until Sirena's own ambition leads to a shattering betrayal. 

 

The immortal life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca Skloot 

Henrietta Lacks, as HeLa, is known to present-day scientists for her cells from cervical cancer. 

She was a poor Southern tobacco farmer who worked the same land as her slave ancestors, yet 

her cells were taken without her knowledge and still live decades after her death. Cells 

descended from her may weigh more than 50M metric tons. HeLa cells were vital for developing 

the polio vaccine; uncovered secrets of cancer, viruses, and the atom bomb’s effects; helped lead 

to important advances like in vitro fertilization, cloning, and gene mapping; and have been 

bought and sold by the billions. Yet Henrietta Lacks was buried in an unmarked grave. 


