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The Modern Family

Beginning in the mid 20th century the stereotypical American family has been comprised of mother, father and 2.5 children-the so-called nuclear family. Yet in reality very few families meet this standard.  Adoptive, step, blended, multi-generational; families come in all shapes and sizes. Relationships between family members are also complex and run the gamut from loving and nurturing to trauma-filled and dramatic. The books in this series challenge and complicate our notion of what it means to be a family.

The Burgess Boys by Elizabeth Strout
Author Elizabeth Strout crafts an engagingly written story about three siblings from Maine—Jim, a successful New York attorney and twins Bob, a less-successful New York attorney, and Susan, who stayed behind in Maine. A family crisis involving Susan’s teenage son brings Jim and Bob back to their hometown as adults where they have to deal with the current crisis and the aftermath of the childhood tragedy that shaped their entire adult lives and family relationships.

Family Man by Elinore Lipman
Funny, clever, whimsical—the reviewers agree about this light-hearted book by author Elinor Lipman. The plot begins when Henry, a Manhattan lawyer, receives a call from his ex-wife who is about to be kicked out of her posh apartment by her two stepsons after the death of her third husband (she was one year shy of meeting the stipulations of her twenty-year prenuptual agreement). The call brings Denise (the ex-wife) and her daughter Thalia (Henry’s step-daughter from his brief marriage to Denise) back into this lonely bachelor’s life. The ensuing plot twists and dialogue are worthy of Jane Austen according to both the Washington Post and the Chicago Tribune.
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LaRose by Louise Erdrich
This beautifully written novel by Erdrich draws you in from page one and makes you want to read the book in one sitting. Erdrich skillfully weaves together the traumas of the present with those from the past in a narrative that glides from one era to the other. The novel opens when Landreaux Iron accidentally shoots his neighbor’s son while hunting. Overcome with guilt and grief, Landreaux turns to his Native American ancestors for guidance. Hoping for redemption and forgiveness, he and his wife give their own son, LaRose, to the grieving family. The narrative chronicles the effect of the adoption on both families and their small North Dakota community while looking back at the life of the first LaRose beginning in 1839. With this story Erdrich shows us a fluid notion of family in the Native American community.
