
Portrait in Sepia – Isabel Allende 
Lacking all memory of the first five years of 
her life because of a brutal trauma, Aurora 
del Valle is raised by her regal grandmother 
Paulina and eventually seeks to confront the 
mystery of her past. 
 

The Sweet Hereafter – Russell Banks 
Four narrators–bus driver Dolores, upright 
Bill, shrewd Mitchell, and teenaged 
Nichole–address agonizing questions as 
they describe an accident that killed 
fourteen children and the effects of the 
tragedy on themselves and their town. 
 

Durable Goods – Elizabeth Berg 
Following her mother’s death, Katie, a 
young girl living on an army base, waits for 
Dickie Mack to fall in love with her and 
struggles to understand her distant, violent 
father. (Sequel: Joy School) 
 

Falling Angels – Tracy Chevalier 
In a novel of manners and social divisions 
set against the backdrop of turn-of-the-
century England, two girls from different 
classes become friends, and their families' 
lives become intertwined in the process. 

 

Peace Like a River – Leif Enger 
Eleven-year-old Reuben shares the story of 
how his father, trying to raise his sons alone 
in 1960s Minnesota, takes their family on a 
quest to find Reuben’s older brother, who 
has been charged with murder. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

White Oleander – Janet Fitch 
The struggle to build an authentic identity 
lies at the heart of Astrid’s life as a foster 
child in Los Angeles after her poet mother, 
who has kept Astrid isolated from the 
world, is imprisoned for murder. 
 

A Parchment of Leaves – Silas House 
In 1917, a Cherokee woman who leaves her 
community to marry a white man finds 
herself isolated and discriminated against as 
she tries to settle in to her new life. 

 

The River King – Alice Hoffman 
A town divided by class lines is thrown into 
turmoil by a mysterious death, which begins 
to unravel the lives of a fifteen-year-old girl, 
a young boy, and a woman running from 
her own destiny. 
 
The Solace of Leaving Early – Haven Kimmel 
Langston Braverman abandons her 
academic career to retreat to her parents’ 
attic, until the murder of her childhood 
friend Alice and an encounter with Amos 
Townsend, a local preacher, transforms her 
life. 
 
 
 
 
 

Atonement – Ian McEwan 
In 1935 England, thirteen-year-old Briony 
Tallis witnesses an event involving her sister 
Cecilia and her childhood friend Robbie 
Turner, and she becomes the victim of her 
own imagination, which leads her on a 
lifelong search for truth and absolution. 

 

Shadow Baby – Alison McGhee 
An eleven-year-old girl being raised by a 
single mother in the Adirondack region of 
New York begins asking questions about 
her biological father and her maternal 
grandmother. 
 

The Dive from Clausen’s Pier – Ann Packer 
When her fiancé Mike is left paralyzed 
following a tragic accident, Carrie Bell 
begins to question her familiar world, from 
her everyday life in Wisconsin to her 
relationships, as she sets out to rediscover 
her own identity. 

 

The Patron Saint of Liars – Ann Patchett 
Rose, a beautiful and mysterious woman 
living at St. Elizabeth’s home for unwed 
mother, has no intention of telling her 
mother or her husband about her 
pregnancy, until a healing spring near the 
home changes her mind. 
 

A Child Called “It” – Dave Pelzer 
Tells the story of a child’s abuse at the hands 
of his alcoholic mother. 

 
 



 
 
 
 

My Sister’s Keeper – Jodi Picoult 
Conceived to provide a bone marrow match 
for her leukemia-stricken sister, teenage 
Kate begins to question her moral 
obligations in light of countless medical 
procedures and decides to fight for the right 
to make decisions about her own body. 

 

Blessings – Anna Quindlen 
When a teenage couple abandons their baby 
at the gate of the estate owned by Lydia 
Blessing, Skip Cuddy, the estate caretaker, 
decides to raise the child himself, a decision 
that has a profound effect on the lives of 
everyone in the community. 

 

Empire Falls – Richard Russo 
Milo Roby tries to hold his family together 
while working at the Empire Grill in the 
once-successful logging town of Empire 
Falls, Maine, with his partner, Mrs. Whiting, 
who is the heir to a faded logging and textile 
legacy. 
 

Lucky – Alice Sebold 
The author describes the circumstances of 
her rape as an eighteen-year-old college 
freshman, the arrest and trial of her attacker, 
and her struggle to reclaim her shattered life 
(346.1532 SEBOLD). 

 
 
 

Unless – Carol Shields 
Reta Winter’s idyllic life is shattered when 
her daughter abandons her life to sit on a 
street corner with a sign reading 
“GOODNESS” around her neck, a situation 
that prompts Reta to uncover what drove 
her daughter to her new existence. 

 
Flashback – Jenny Siler 

A young American woman awakens on the 
side of the road with no memory of who she 
is, and the subsequent search for her 
identity reveals that she is pursued by 
powerful enemies who are willing to kill 
innocent people to get to her. 

 
And Give You Peace – Jessica Treadway 

When Tom Dolan kills his youngest 
daughter, Meggy, and then himself, the 
remaining family members are shattered by 
their own guilt, wondering if they could 
have foreseen or prevented the tragedy. 
 

The Disapparation of James – Anne Ursu 
When the five-year-old son of the Woodrow 
family disappears mysteriously during a 
circus magic trick, the subsequent police 
investigation is unsuccessful, prompting the 
boy’s seven-year-old sister to set out search 
of the truth. 
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Readalikes 
 

 
The New Yorker proclaimed The Lovely 
Bones a “stunning achievement,” while 
Publisher's Weekly described it as a “story 
that is both tragic and full of light and 
grace.” This list has books with themes 
like The Lovely Bones, dealing mostly with 
family relations and some kind of 
tragedy. 
 
 
The annotations are courtesy of Book 
Index with Reviews. Check out BIR, part 
of the TFPL databases, for more reviews. 
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