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BEACH READ
“the Good Girl” by Mary Kubica (MIRA Books, $14.95)
takes a one-night stand into unexpected territory.

BEST-SELLERS

EVENTS

BOOKS
The numeral at the end of each
listing indicates the number of
weeks a title has been on The New
York Times best-sellers list. Plot
summaries are included only for
titles new to the list.

FICTION
1. THE GIRL ON THE TRAIN, by

Paula Hawkins.
(Riverhead) (3)
2. ALL THE LIGHT
WE CANNOT SEE,
by Anthony Doerr.
(Scribner) (39)
3. PRIVATE VEGAS,
by James Patterson
and Maxine Paetro.

(Little, Brown) Jack Morgan, the
head of an investigative firm,
uncovers a murder ring in Las
Vegas. (1)
4. GRAY MOUNTAIN, by John
Grisham. (Doubleday) (15)
5. SAINT ODD, by Dean Koontz.
(Bantam) (3)
6. THE BOSTON GIRL, by Anita
Diamant. (Scribner) (8)
7. FIRST FROST, by Sarah
Addison Allen. (St. Martin’s) (2)
8. THE ESCAPE, by David
Baldacci. (Grand Central) (11)
9. BIG LITTLE LIES, by Liane
Moriarty. (Amy Einhorn/Putnam)
(14)
10. STATION ELEVEN, by Emily
St. John Mandel. (Knopf) (8)

NONFICTION
1. BEING MORTAL, by Atul

Gawande.
(Metropolitan/Holt)
(17)
2. PIONEER GIRL,
by Laura Ingalls
Wilder. (South
Dakota State
Historical Society)
The writer’s

autobiography, the source of her
Little House on the Prairie books,
completed in 1930 and never
published, is annotated by a
biographer. (1)
3. YES PLEASE, by Amy Poehler.
(Dey Street/Morrow) (14)
4. GOD, GUNS, GRITS AND
GRAVY, by Mike Huckabee. (St.
Martin’s) (2)
5. KILLING PATTON, by Bill
O’Reilly and Martin Dugard. (Holt)
(19)
6. THE REAPER, by Nicholas Irving
with Gary Brozek. (St. Martin’s) A
memoir by a deadly special
operations sniper deployed to
Afghanistan. (1)
7. WHAT IF? by Randall Munroe.

(Houghton Mifflin
Harcourt) (22)
8. GHETTOSIDE, by
Jill Leovy. (Spiegel &
Grau) The
investigation of a
young black man’s
murder in 2007
raises questions

about race and the criminal justice
system. (1)
9. NOT THAT KIND OF GIRL, by
Lena Dunham. (Random House)
(18)
10. DEEP DOWN DARK, by Héctor
Tobar. (Farrar, Straus & Giroux) (7)

‘P requel” isn’t exactly the
right term to describe
“Lila,” the third of Mari-

lynne Robinson’s novels set in a
small Iowa town in
the years before the
middle of the 20th
century.

“Lila” does cover a
time span a few years
before the story told
in “Gilead,” Robin-
son’s 2004 novel,
written as a letter

from the dying Rev. John Ames
to his 7-year-old son. The boy’s
birth comes at the end of “Lila.”
The middle book in the series,
“Home,” is about the relation-
ship between Ames’ closest
friend, the Rev. Robert Bough-
ton, and his wayward son Jack.

In “Gilead,” Ames is 76 years
old and has received what he
believes to be a terminal diagno-
sis. He wants to pass on his life
story, his faith, and his fatherly
advice to his little boy, the prod-
uct of Ames’ late-in-life mar-
riage to a much younger woman

— Lila.
Lila’s story is a hard one. Se-

verely neglected as a child, she’s
plucked from a terrible situation
by a woman named Doll, a drift-
er who runs with a group of
migrant workers who roam the
Midwest, looking for work
where they can find it. Today
they might be called homeless,
living in the open air or make-
shift shelters; then perhaps
hobos or drifters.

She finds a loose family within
the group, but Doll counsels
keeping her mouth shut and her
eyes open. Before Doll escapes
from jail after a fatal knife fight,
she whispers to Lila, “I don’t
know you.”

Suffice to say, Lila has some
trust issues.

So when she walks into Ames’
church to shelter from the rain,
bedroll and suitcase in hand, it’s
surprising to both that there’s a
cautious but immediate connec-
tion between them.

Lila is nearly feral, the benefi-
ciary of just enough schooling to

teach her basic reading and
arithmetic. What she under-
stands of theology and faith —
the literal heart and soul of
Ames’ life — is minuscule.

Robinson has constructed the
novel in a very nearly stream-of-
consciousness form, with Lila’s
musings, her fears, her memo-
ries, her hopes, blending from
one paragraph to the next. It
requires close listening atten-
tion.

The book is beautifully writ-
ten. Lila never refers to Ames by
name, only as “the old man” or
the “beautiful old man,” but her
tenderness toward him, and
toward the first Mrs. Ames, who

died decades earlier in child-
birth, and their son, is deeply
moving. She tends to the roses
on their graves as she wonders
how she might fit into his life.

She also wonders about where
she fits into Ames’ theology as a
Congregationalist minister. She
worries that those closest to her
in her earlier life won’t be
touched by God’s grace simply
because they were ignorant of it.
She is filled with shame; she
does not even know her actual
name. She mistrusts not just
Ames, but herself, thinking con-
stantly that she will leave the
safety of her life in Gilead,
where she hates the role of
preacher’s wife where everyone
will be watching and judging
her.

Maggie Hoffman’s narration
of “Lila” is among the best I’ve
heard. She fully captures the
suspicion, loneliness and mis-
trust in Lila’s character, while
shifting effortlessly to the sur-
prise, thoughtfulness, kindness
and gratitude in Ames’ charac-
ter. The scene in which the two
overcome their reluctance and
agree to marry — he in his late
60s, she half his age — brought
me to tears.

An Earful of Words appears on the first
and third Sunday of each month. Call
361-4930 or email
susan.rife@heraldtribune.com
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susan.rife@heraldtribune.com

T im Berra was an avid
reader as a child, and
knew from an early age

that he’d be a biologist when he
grew up.

“I read all these adventures,
travelogues, William Beebe,
‘The Voyage of the Beagle,’ this
incredible adventure around the
world of Darwin as a young
man,” said Berra, a winter resi-
dent of Anna Maria Island who
describes himself as an “Ohio
State University professor and
three-time Fulbright Scholar to
Australia who works on weird
Australian fishes and writes
books about Charles Darwin
and his family.”

His latest book, “Darwin &
His Children: His Other Lega-
cy,” will join a library of 16,000
volumes he hopes to eventually
donate to Darwin University.

“The university there would
benefit so much more than Ohio
State,” he said. When he’s doing
research in Australia, he misses
those thousands of volumes.

“I need this stuff,” he said.
The new book came about

after he wrote a biography of
Charles Darwin titled, “Charles
Darwin: A Concise Story of an
Extraordinary Man,” timed to

the 200th anniversary of the
English naturalist and geologist
whose name now is inextricably
entwined with evolutionary
theory.

“That got me interested in
researching his 10 kids. All the
other works about Darwin
mention his kids as they are
born, but they’re about
Charles,” said Berra. “I took
each child and researched him
or her from birth to death. I was
not really aware of who these
people were and what they did.
There were some rather remark-
able children he produced.”

Charles Darwin was married
to his first cousin, Emma Wedg-
wood, of the Wedgwood pot-
tery family, in 1839. They had 10
children, three of whom died in
infancy or childhood, including
his first daughter, Annie, who
died at age 10 of tuberculosis.

“This devastated Charles,”
said Berra. “He never got over it
until the end of his life.”

Three of the Darwin sons
went into the sciences, includ-
ing George, an astronomer and

mathematician who for several
decades was the world’s fore-
most authority on the earth,
moon and sun; Frances, “who
virtually invited the field of
plant physiology and raised
botany from a sort of handmaid-
en of medicine into a science in
its own right;” and Horace, who
founded the Cambridge Scientif-
ic Instrument Company. All
were elected Fellows of the
Royal Society and were knight-
ed, “an honor that escaped
Charles,” said Berra. “He was
too controversial for Queen
Victoria.”

Firstborn son William be-
came a banker who managed
the financial affairs of his par-
ents’ wealthy families for 40
years.

Daughter Henrietta became
her father’s secretary and editor
and ultimately gathered her
mother’s writings and wrote a
biography of her mother.

The last child in the family,
Charles Waring, was a change-
of-life baby born when his moth-
er was 48, five years after his
closest sibling. The baby was
born with Down syndrome and
lived only 18 months.

Berra also is fascinated by the
impact of consanguinity on
Darwin and his children, with

three papers on the genetics of
the Darwin-Wedgwood family
posted on his website,
www.mansfield.osu.edu/faculty-
and-staff/websites/tberra.html

The field of genetics was
unknown to Darwin in the 19th
century, but Darwin was often
ill, as were his children.

“In consanguineous marriag-
es, the offspring tend to be more
susceptible to bacterial infec-
tions. There is reduced fertility
in consanguineous marriag-
es. . .compared to other Victori-
an families of the same status,
there is a deficit of offspring
in the Darwin line,” said
Berra.

Of the seven children who
survived to adulthood, six mar-
ried. Only three had children,
and only George Darwin, born
in 1845, perpetuated the family
name.

Berra said he didn’t develop
any favorites among the Darwin
children.

“Each of the stories were so
interesting and difficult that I
wouldn’t want to pick a favor-
ite,” he said. “I was learning the
whole time I was doing this and
I loved it. Even if I never pub-
lished it, it was worth doing. As
a family, it’s a remarkable
group.”

AUDIO BOOK REVIEW
LILA. By Marilynne Robinson.
Macmillan Audio. Unabridged, 8
hours, 57 minutes. Narrated by
Maggie Hoffman.

NONFICTION PREVIEW
DARWIN & HIS CHILDREN: HIS
OTHER LEGACY. By Tim M. Berra.
Oxford University Press.

ONLINE
Check out the latest book and author news in Susan Rife’s
blog at www.heraldtribune.com/books

‘Lila’: Third story from
Robinson is beautiful

Darwin’s legacy
Biologist has written a book about the next generation
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CALVIN BRANCHE, collector
and authority on John D.
MacDonald, will discuss
MacDonald’s life and work at 1:30
p.m. Feb. 15 at the University of
Tampa Library. Sponsored by the
Florida Bibliophile Society;
www.floridabibliophilesociety,org;
365-2169.

SHERRA BABCOCK, vice
president of the Chautauqua
Institution, will discuss the
upcoming season of authors and
books to be featured this year at
the institution in western New
York at 2 p.m. Feb. 15 at
Bookstore1Sarasota, 1350 Main
St., Sarasota. 365-7900;
www.bookstore1sarasota.com.

TIM DORSEY will discuss and
sign copies of his books,
including “Shark Skin Suite,” at 6
p.m. Feb. 17 at SCF Venice, 8000
S. Tamiami Trail, building 800,
Selby Room, Venice. Free.

SPANISH BOOK CLUB will meet
to discuss “Ines Del Alma Mia” by
Isabel Allende at 10 a.m. Feb. 18
at the Palmetto Branch Library,
923 6th St., Palmetto. 722-3333.

ISABEL WILKERSON, author of
“The Warmth of Other Sons,” will
speak at 6 p.m. Feb. 19 at
Michael’s On East, 1212 East Ave.
S., Sarasota, at an event
sponsored by the Association for
the Study of African Ameruican
Life and History. Tickets available
at ASALH-MANASOTAFL.org.

ECHO HERON will discuss
“Writing Life of an Author” at 2
p.m. Feb. 21 at the Island Branch
Library, 5701 Marina Dr., Holmes
Beach. 778-6341.
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