
20 Most Interesting Books I’ve Read In 2004 

 

An unfortunate woman / Richard Brautigan. 

 

Back in the 1970s I read and enjoyed a number of novels and books of poetry by 

Brautigan.  But then I lost sight of him until this novel, published posthumously a 

few years ago following his suicide.  The quirky writing style I remember from his 

past work is evident here, although tempered with the sadness of a life that is 

already past its prime.  If you’re a reader who needs a plot-driven book, steer clear.  

However, if you’re willing to take an interesting journey with plenty of detours 

along the way, Brautigan’s rambling prose will prove to be a delight. 

 

Inside the Third Reich / Albert Speer. 

 

This memoir tells of Speer’s involvement with the Nazi party and Adolf Hitler.  

Even though the life story being told here is Speer’s, the central character from 

start to finish is Hitler.  Surprisingly, he does not come off looking like a mad man 

or even evil.  Instead, he seems dull and rather boring when off-stage.  While 

Speer’s might be a bit self-serving about his lack of knowledge about the 

concentration camps and his later resistance to Hitler’s policies, the book still 

provides a fascinating glimpse into the inner court around Hitler. 

 

Affliction / Russell Banks. 

 

In this novel, Banks tells the story of  a part-time policeman (Wade Whitehouse) 

living in a dying small town in New Hampshire.  Set during the two week deer 

hunting season, it relates the events that lead to the main character’s sudden 

rampage where he murders both his father and a friend.  Banks does a great job of 

bringing him to life on the page, warts and all.  He’s a man with many demons, all 

resulting from years of child abuse from his alcoholic father.  While Whitehouse is 

the center piece here, the author does a fantastic job of capturing small town life as 

he reveals the tensions bubbling beneath its surface. 

 

Jim the boy / Tony Earley.  

 

Set in the rural south during the great depression, this novel centers around Jim, a 

young boy who lives with his mother and four uncles.  Told mostly through the 

eyes and thoughts of Jim, the book recreates the wonder, innocence, and self-

centerness of childhood.  All of the characters presented here are interesting and 



believable, and its opening chapters captivating.  While it does not manage to 

sustain such high quality throughout, the book shows Earley an author of promise. 

 

Great expectations / Charles Dickens. 

A tale of two cities / Charles Dickens. 

 

No matter how many times I reread Great Expectations, I continue to find it fresh 

and engaging.  It is a great story, compact, with a cast of characters that remain in 

one’s memory. It is the tale of a young boy, Pip, who learns to appreciate his own 

family after fortune draws his interest elsewhere.  As always, it is Dickens cast of 

side characters that stand out.  Even the female characters here seem more human, 

less cardboard-like than usual.  It’s a book that will be read and enjoyed for 

generations to come.  A Tale of Two Cities is one of Dickens shorter novels and its 

compact format is a plus because he concentrates on moving the plot along at a 

brisk pace.  And what a gripping story it is--set in both London and Paris, it 

focuses on the causes and consequences of the French Revolution.  Focusing on a 

single family and friends, he is able to show how the revolution came about, and 

how a handful of people were able to steer it to where it became more evil than the 

regime it replaced.  And besides, any book that features a female character named 

The Vengeance just has to be an interesting read. 

 

Advise and consent / Allen Drury. 

 

Written in 1959 and made into a movie during the 1960s, this novel might seem 

quaint to some today.  Even so, it makes for a gripping read as the plot follows the 

battle in the U.S. Senate to approve the President’s appointment of a new Secretary 

of State.  Written at the height of the cold war, it features the tensions of that 

period.  But what makes this novel relevant even today is its portrait of how the 

Senate works--the intrigues, deals, scandals, and nobility too.  In other words, its 

story is still pertinent to today’s reader. 

 

The jade peony / Wayson Choy. 

 

This is a lyrical novel, intelligently told.  Set in the 1930s and 1940s, the book is 

divided into three sections.  Each is narrated by one of the children in a Chinese 

family growing up in Vancouver.  This child’s eye viewpoint provides the story 

with touching insight into what it is like to grow up torn between two cultures.  All 

three of the children are at different ages and explaining the same general events, 

yet each has a unique perspective and interpretation.  This a marvelous novel that 

deserves to be better known. 



 

The woman in white / William Wilkie Collins. 

No name / William Wilkie Collins. 

 

Collins was a good friend of Charles Dickens and wrote for his magazines.  While 

I’d heard of him, these two novels were the first I’ve actually read.  The Woman in 

White was written in 1860 and is an engaging mystery story told in the words of its 

various characters in turn.  The plot itself is rather standard for this type of book, 

but what raises its quality is the way Collins deftly handles the plot and its host of 

interesting characters.  His next novel was No Name and it proves that Collins 

deserves to be thought of as an author of note.  This story tells the history of two 

daughters, Magdalen and Norah, who discover after the death of their parents that 

they never married.  This means, as bastards, they are not entitled to inherit their 

parents estate.  Magdalen is a surprisingly strong woman character and Collins 

clearly respects her strength and determination in attempting to regain this 

inheritance by hook or by crook.  Unlike many novels from this time period, read 

today, both books seem quite modern and fresh. 

 

Joe college / Tom Perrotta. 

 

A magical, fun read from beginning to end.  Perrotta here created a story that 

instantly captivated my interest and won my heart with his likeable, lead character.  

Danny is a junior at Yale and the book captures what is like to be at a major 

University--all the crazy assortment of friends, parties, the sexual energy.  The 

author does an expert job of weaving Danny’s college and home life together, 

getting him into all kinds of trouble and then back out again. 

 

Rails under my back / Jeffrey Renard Allen. 

 

Allen here has written a multifaceted drama, using his inventive prose to create a 

narrative that skips back and forth between past and present.  The book is a family 

history, tracing the tree from the Deep South to the industrial North and its 

concrete ghettos.  It tells the story of two brothers, Lucifer and John, who marry 

two sisters, Sheila and Gracie.  The book is a history of African Americans in this 

country during the twentieth century.  Its language is often coarse, slang-filled, but 

Allen’s dense prose is poetic and his use of imagery is amazing.  Allen is clearly an 

author to watch, someone who might rank with the best if he can create another 

book or two of this caliber. 

 

 



Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant / Anne Tyler. 

 

This novel grabbed my interest on the first page and kept it to the last.  It is the 

story of two brothers, Cody and Ezra, sister Jenny, and their mother Pearl who 

raised them as a single parent after her husband walked out of their lives.  Tyler 

has a great knack for creating living, breathing characters, people each of us knows 

well.  Her skill is to portray them, warts and all, making us care about them even 

when they are not shown in the best light. 

 

Assorted fire events / David Means. 

 

Means is a talented short story writer, an author who knows how to get to the heart 

of his characters and bring them alive on the page.  The stories he tells are often 

brutal, filled with emotional complexity.  As in life itself, the endings are not 

always happy but have the feel of truth being told.  The story matter is all over the 

place--a man making love to a woman for the first time and what sad thoughts float 

in his head, a chilling account of a poorly planned urban development that claims 

the life of a child, a hobo hanging on for dear life as a freight train roars through 

the desert night, what happens when a homeless man crashed a wedding reception.  

While the reader at times might feel uncomfortable, it is impossible not to be 

enthralled by Means prose.  Several of the stories here will haunt me for a good 

long time to come. 

 

The River Why / David James Duncan. 

 

Written in the early 1980s, this novel’s heart and soul clearly were created from the 

beliefs popular in the 1970s.  And is also a great fishing tale, although it deals 

more with the spiritual journey of man than it does on the art of fishing itself.  The 

main character here is Gus Orviston, a young man who has grown up in a strange 

family where fishing is the main occupation.  When he turns 18 he leaves home 

and sets out on a spiritual adventure that leads him from merely possessing a 

passion for fishing to realizing he needs more, an understanding of nature, his 

neighbors, family, and ultimately, love itself.  Written at a time when the young 

believed the world could easily be changed for the better, this book captures the 

spirit of those days perfectly. 

 

Borstal boy / Brendan Behan. 

 

This true story tells the story of Behan’s arrest at the age of 16 in England.  As a 

member of the IRA during the 1950s, he had been sent to the country from Ireland 



with a bomb.  But before he can detonate it, he is arrested.  In this delightful book 

he captures what that experience was like, focusing on the time he spent in prison 

afterwards.  One would think such reading would be gloomy and depressing--but 

thanks to Behan’s outlook, the book is just the opposite.  He captures the zest for 

life in the young man he was, with bawdy songs, jokes, and best of all, a love of 

human kind in general.  On its pages he vividly brings to life the character of the 

other boys he’s in prison with and shows the strong bonds of friendship that 

develop in such close quarters. 

 

Being dead / Jim Crace. 

 

This fantastic novel deals with a couple, married thirty years, who are murdered in 

the dunes off Baritone Bay in England.  But while the murder is described, who the 

murderer was, his motives, are barely mentioned, nor is it important that he is 

brought to justice.  Instead, the book focuses on the process of death itself, what 

happens to their undiscovered bodies while they lay exposed in the dunes.  In 

between, the author flashes back into their past to describe a life shared.  While the 

theme might seem morbid, Crace’s imaginative prose kept me fascinated 

throughout. 

 

Collected stories / Ellen Gilchrist. 

 

Gilchrist has seventeen books to hear credit but this collected “best of” was my 

first introduction to the author.  And she quickly won me over with these stories, 

filled with the foibles of human nature and populated with slightly off-kilter, 

eccentric characters.  Set in the modern day south, her main characters are women, 

usually from upper society families who have fallen on hard times.  And the same 

characters keep popping up in the different stories, showing them at various points 

in their lives.  These women, often trouble by drink or men, are marvelous 

creations because they seem like people we’ve known all our lives. 

 

The three musketeers / Alexandre Dumas. 

 

This novel has come down through the ages as a classic tale of the swashbuckler, 

featuring brave young men who live and die by the sword.  And when not engaged 

in battle or fighting others in their own camp, then romance is what occupies their 

thoughts.  This book set the standard for this type of book but the reason it has 

continued to be read and enjoyed is because of its surprising depth.  The 

Musketeers are interesting enough, and D’Artagnan as the lead character fits the 

bill perfectly, but it is Milady, a true embodiment of evil, who raises the story from 



interesting to excellent.  I question whether most young adult today would be up to 

the challenge of getting through this book, which is a shame because it’s the kind 

of literature they should be reading. 

 

White teeth / Zadie Smith. 

 

Smith in this semi-comic, semi-serious story has cooked up a multicultural stew 

that captures the thoughts and feelings of a diverse collection of people and shows 

how alike we truly are.  The two main characters are Archie Jones, an Englishman, 

and Samad Igbal, a Bengali immigrant living in England.  These two men meet in 

WWII and become life long friends.  The author tells their history and their 

ancestors history, then focuses on their wives, and finally their children.  In other 

words, the book covers a lot of ground.  And religion is a major topic, too.  

Everything from Christianity, Muslim, Hindu, to Jehovah’s Witnesses.  Yet Smith 

portrays all with equal skill.  Here she’s captures the rich tragicomedy of life and 

created a work of art. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


