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The Ordinary-ness of Evil 

 
 

The Zone of Interest by Martin Amis 

 

An astonishing portrayal of life in "the zone of interest," or "kat 

zet"—the Nazis' euphemism for Auschwitz. The narrative rotates 

among three main characters: Paul Doll, the crass, drunken camp 

commandant; Thomsen, nephew of Hitler's private secretary, in 

love with Doll's wife; and Szmul, one of the Jewish prisoners 

charged with disposing of the bodies. Through these three narrative 

threads, Amis summons a searing, profound, darkly funny portrait 

of the most infamous place in history.  

 

Why we love it: It feels like a way to spy on historical events that 

are impossible to look at but that must always be kept in sight. 

 

 
The Reader by Bernhard Schlink 

 

When he falls ill on his way home from school, fifteen-year-old 

Michael Berg is rescued by Hanna, a woman twice his age. In time 

she becomes his lover—then she inexplicably disappears. When 

Michael next sees her, he is a young law student, and she is on 

trial for a hideous crime. As he watches her refuse to defend her 

innocence, Michael gradually realizes that Hanna may be 

guarding a secret she considers more shameful than murder. 

 

Why we love it: It’s beautiful, disturbing and morally 

devastating.  

  

 
 

The Kindly Ones by Jonathan Little 

 

A former Nazi officer, Dr. Maximilien Aue has reinvented 

himself, many years after the war, as a middle-class family man 

and factory owner in France. An intellectual steeped in 

philosophy, literature, and classical music, he is also a 

cold-blooded assassin and the consummate bureaucrat. Through 

the eyes of this cultivated yet monstrous man we experience in 

disturbingly precise detail the horrors of the Second World War 

and the Nazi genocide of the Jews. Eichmann, Himmler, Göring, 

Speer, Heydrich, Höss—even Hitler himself—play a role in Max's 

story. An intense and hallucinatory historical epic, The Kindly 

 



 

Ones is also a morally challenging read. It holds a mirror up to humanity—and the 

reader cannot look away. 
 
 
The Postcard by Anne Berest 

 

January, 2003. Together with the usual holiday cards, an 

anonymous postcard is delivered to the Berest family home. On 

the front, a photo of the Opéra Garnier in Paris. On the back, the 

names of Anne Berest’s maternal great-grandparents, Ephraïm 

and Emma, and their children, Noémie and Jacques—all killed at 

Auschwitz. 

 

Years after the postcard is delivered, the heroine of this novel is 

moved to discover who sent it and why. What emerges is a 

moving saga of a family devastated by the travails of the twentieth 

century and partly restored through the power of storytelling. 

 

Why we love it: all at once a gripping investigation into family 

trauma, a poignant tale of mothers and daughters, and a vivid 

portrait of twentieth-century Parisian intellectual and artistic life. 

  

 
When We Cease to Understand the World by Benjamin Labatut 

Fritz Haber, Alexander Grothendieck, Werner Heisenberg, Erwin 

Schrödinger—these are some of luminaries into whose troubled 

lives Benjamín Labatut thrusts the reader, showing us how they 

grappled with the most profound questions of existence. They 

have strokes of unparalleled genius, alienate friends and lovers, 

descend into isolation and insanity. Some of their discoveries 

reshape human life for the better; others pave the way to chaos 

and unimaginable suffering. The lines are never clear. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
The Hard Truths 

 

Eichmann in Jerusalem by Hannah Arendt 

Sparking a flurry of heated debate, Hannah Arendt’s authoritative 

and stunning report on the trial of German Nazi leader Adolf 

Eichmann first appeared as a series of articles in The New Yorker 

in 1963. This revised edition includes material that came to light 

after the trial, as well as Arendt’s postscript directly addressing 

the controversy that arose over her account. A major journalistic 

triumph by an intellectual of singular influence, Eichmann in 

Jerusalem is as shocking as it is informative—an unflinching look 

at one of the most unsettling (and unsettled) issues of the 

twentieth century. 

 

 
The Typewriter and the Guillotine by Mark Braude  

 

In 1925, the Indianapolis-born Janet Flanner took an assignment 

to write a regular ‘Letter from Paris’ for a lighthearted humor 

magazine called The New Yorker. She’d come to Paris to with 

dreams of writing about “Beauty with a Capital B.” Her employer, 

self-consciously apolitical, sought only breezy reports on French 

art and culture. But as she woke to the frightening signs of rising 

extremism, economic turmoil, and widespread discontent in 

Europe, Flanner ignored her editor’s directives, reinventing 

herself, her assignment, and The New Yorker in the process. 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
Historical Fiction about Historical Mysteries 

 
 
The Frozen River by Ariel Lawson 

 

Maine, 1789: When the Kennebec River freezes, entombing a man 

in the ice, Martha Ballard is summoned to examine the body and 

determine cause of death. As a midwife and healer, she is privy to 

much of what goes on behind closed doors in Hallowell. Her diary 

is a record of every birth and death, crime and debacle that 

unfolds in the close-knit community. Months earlier, Martha 

documented the details of an alleged rape committed by two of 

the town’s most respected gentlemen—one of whom has now been 

found dead in the ice. But when a local physician undermines her 

conclusion, declaring the death to be an accident, Martha is 

forced to investigate the shocking murder on her own. 

 

Over the course of one winter, as the trial nears, and whispers and 

prejudices mount, Martha doggedly pursues the truth. Her diary soon lands at the 

center of the scandal, implicating those she loves, and compelling Martha to decide 

where her own loyalties lie. 
 
The Dante Club by Matthew Pearl 

 

Boston, 1865. A series of murders, all of them inspired by scenes 

in Dante’s Inferno. Only an elite group of America’s first Dante 

scholars—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Oliver Wendell 

Holmes, James Russell Lowell, and J. T. Fields—can solve the 

mystery. With the police baffled, more lives endangered, and 

Dante’s literary future at stake, the Dante Club must shed its 

sheltered literary existence and find the killer. 

 

Why we love it: academic scholarship mixed with mystery 

  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Silver Nitrate by Silvia Moreno-Garcia 

 

Montserrat has always been overlooked. She’s a talented sound 

editor, but she’s left out of the boys’ club running the film 

industry in ’90s Mexico City. And she’s all but invisible to her best 

friend, Tristán, a charming if faded soap opera star, though she’s 

been in love with him since childhood. 

 

Then Tristán discovers his new neighbor is the cult horror 

director Abel Urueta, and the legendary auteur claims he can 

change their lives—even if his tale of a Nazi occultist imbuing 

magic into highly volatile silver nitrate stock sounds like sheer 

fantasy. The magic film was never finished, which is why, Urueta 

swears, his career vanished overnight. He is cursed. 

 

Now the director wants Montserrat and Tristán to help him shoot the missing scene and 

lift the curse . . . but Montserrat soon notices a dark presence following her, and Tristán 

begins seeing the ghost of his ex-girlfriend. 

 

Why we love it: a fabulous meld of Mexican horror movies and Nazi 

occultism…there’s nothing like it 

 

 
 
The Perfect Nanny by Lelia Slimani 

 

When Myriam decides to return to work as a lawyer after having 

children, she and her husband look for the perfect nanny for 

their son and daughter. They never dreamed they would find 

Louise: a quiet, polite, devoted woman who sings to the children, 

cleans the family’s chic Paris apartment, stays late without 

complaint, and hosts enviable kiddie parties. But as the couple 

and the nanny become more dependent on one another, 

jealousy, resentment, and suspicions mount, shattering the 

idyllic tableau 

 

Why we love it: it’s based on a true story from 2012! 

 


