
Contemporary American Classics:
an Annotated Booklist*

Cather, Willa.  My Antonia - The reminiscences of a New York lawyer, Jim Burden, about his
boyhood in Nebraska, particularly a young Bohemian girl named Antonia Shimerda, are set against the
backdrop of the American assimilation of the immigrant.  (eBook available for download from NHS Library
catalog)

Doctorow, E. L.  Ragtime - Ragtime changed our very concept of what a novel could be. An
extraordinary tapestry, Ragtime captures the spirit of America in the era between the turn of the
century and the First World War. The story opens in 1906 in New Rochelle, New York, at the home of
an affluent American family. One lazy Sunday afternoon, the famous escape artist Harry Houdini
swerves his car into a telephone pole outside their house. And almost magically, the line between
fantasy and historical fact, between real and imaginary characters, disappears. Henry Ford, Emma
Goldman, J. P. Morgan, Evelyn Nesbit, Sigmund Freud, and Emiliano Zapata slip in and out of the tale,
crossing paths with Doctorow's imagined family and other fictional characters, including an immigrant
peddler and a ragtime musician from Harlem whose insistence on a point of justice drives him to
revolutionary violence.

Irving, John.  The Cider House Rules - Set in rural Maine in the first half of this century, it tells
the story of Dr. Wilbur Larch--obstetrician and director of the orphanage in the town of St. Clouds. It
is also the story of his favorite orphan, Homer, who is never adopted.

Kidd, Sue Monk.  The Secret Life of Bees  -- Fourteen-year-old Lily and her companion,
Rosaleen, an African-American woman who has cared from Lily since her mother's death ten years
earlier, flee their home after Rosaleen is victimized by racist police officers, and find a safe haven in
Tiburon, South Carolina at the home of three beekeeping sisters, May, June, and August.

Kingsolver, Barbara. The Bean Trees - Taylor, a poor Kentuckian, makes her way west with an
abandoned baby girl and stops in Tucson. There she finds friends and discovers resources in
apparently empty places.

Animal Dreams - Codi returns to her hometown to confront her past and face her ailing
father. What she finds is a town threatened by an environmental catastrophe and a man who could
change her life.

Landay, William.  Defending Jacob - When his fourteen-year-old son is charged with the murder
of a fellow student, assistant district attorney Andy Barber is torn between loyalty and justice as
facts come to light that lead him to question how well he knows his own son.



McCullers, Carson.  The Member of the Wedding - Frankie Addams, a motherless
twelve-year-old raised by her father and the family's African-American cook, struggles with
conflicting feelings about her brother's upcoming wedding.

Mitchard, Jacquelyn.  The Deep End of the Ocean -- "Watch your brother," Beth Cappadora
tells Vincent, 7. Five minutes later she returns, "Where is Ben?" It is the moment every parent fears
and it arrives to a mother of three in Chicago. The novel follows the family as year after year the hope
of finding Ben recedes. Nine years later a boy knocks on their door looking for lawn work. It can't be.
It is.

Potok, Chaim.  The Chosen - Two Jewish boys living in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn
struggle through the joys and problems of growing up.

Smith, Betty.  A Tree Grows in Brooklyn -- Young Francie Nolan, having inherited both her
father's romantic and her mother's practical nature, struggles to survive and thrive growing up in the
slums of Brooklyn in the early twentieth century.

Stockett, Kathryn.  The Help -- Limited and persecuted by racial divides in 1962 Jackson,
Mississippi, three women, including an African-American maid, her sassy and chronically unemployed
friend, and a recently graduated white woman, team up for a clandestine project.

West, Dorothy.  The Wedding - In a story that documents the rise of the Black middle class,
written by a woman who lived it, a racially mixed wedding is about to take place on Martha's Vineyard
in the 1950s--amidst extreme tension and resistance.

*Summary descriptions taken from the NHS Destiny Library Catalog.
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