
20 Most Interesting Books I’ve Read In 2005 

 

Parade’s End / Ford Madox Ford 

 

This sprawling epic, written during the 1920s, is actually four separate novels.  

Opening a few years before WWI, the story takes the reader through the war years 

to 1919. The story chronicles the life of Christopher Tietjens, the second son of a 

Lord.  He’s a government official and obviously intelligent, proud, and determined 

not to live off his family’s wealth.  Ford portrays the era in great detail, showing 

the arrogance and corruption that has permeated the upper class in Britain.  In the 

books, Tietjens is between a rock and a hard place: unhappy with his job, dealing 

with a crumbling marriage, and in love with another woman from a lower social 

class.  When war is declared, he escapes into the army as an officer.  While the 

author does not describe any battles, he still captures the horror of trench life.  If 

the reader prefers action, this is probably not the book to pick up.  It takes forever 

for anything to happen and Ford concentrates on inner dialogues as much as the 

spoken.  But once I got into the book’s rhythm, I found it fascinating; a time piece 

that perfectly captures the end of an era. 

 

Keep The Aspidistra Flying / George Orwell 

 

This novel, published in 1936, was one of Orwell’s earliest works.  But its central 

theme, money and its corrupting, dominating role in human existence, is one that 

he continues to return to in later, more well-known books. Gordon Comstock, a 

solitary young man of thirty who wants to be a writer, has given up a good job to 

become a part-time bookshop assistant, all because he wants to devote himself to 

poetry and to escape the evil influence of money.  It is clear Orwell lived among 

the lower classes, respected their dignity and ability to keep hope alive.  Even at 

this early date, his talent as a writer is clearly evident. 

 

The Fountain Overflows / Rebecca West 

 

Published in 1956, this delightful novel tells the evocative tale of turn-of-the-

century life in London.  It is narrated by Rose, the daughter of a middle class 

family that is struggling financially because the father, while a brilliant newspaper 

writer, has a gambling problem. Through Rose’s eyes, we are introduced to the 

music, literature, politics, and economics of the time.  West has created a rich stew 

filled with the humor, drama, and small tragedies that accompany Rose’s coming 

of age.  This isn’t some “and they lived happily ever after” story; it is more real, a 

novel that is drawn from life, with its warts and all. 



A Primate’s Memoir / Robert Sapolsky 

 

What a wonderful book this is.  Sapolsky is a neuroscientist who spent years 

studying a baboon troop in Kenya.  The book provides a fascinating look at baboon 

life in the wild.  He also discusses the running conflict between these creatures and 

the Masai, a warlike tribe living in the area.  What makes this story special is the 

author’s use of description, so vivid I felt I was seeing it with my own eyes.  

Sapolsky’s writing style reminds me of Bill Bryson, but he has a unique 

captivating personality all his own.  The tale he tells here is both hilarious and 

poignant. 

 

Confederates In The Attic : Dispatches From The Unfinished Civil War / Tony 

Horwitz 

 

Published in 1998, before the 2004 election showed America divided between red 

states and blue, this book chronicles the differences between the North and South.  

In these pages, Horwitz travels through the Deep South and shows that while the 

Civil War is long over, its memory still burns bright there.  He gets involved with 

hardcore reenactors who recreate the Civil War by dressing and living like soldiers 

did in the 1860s.  He visits towns where the battle over whether the Confederate 

flag should be allowed to be displayed still rages.  He goes into the classrooms and 

shows how divided Blacks and Whites remain.  Highlighting colorful, bizarre 

individuals, Horwitz does not pass judgment on them, but merely portrays them 

honestly and allows the reader to draw his own conclusion. 

 

The Blind Assassin / Margaret Atwood 

 

This is the second book I’ve read by Atwood.  The other was The Handmaid’s 

Tale.  While they are different as night and day, each shows Atwood as an author 

of great note.  The Handmaid’s Tale was in a sense a science fiction story, 

although stripped of the usual glitter, concentrating on character instead.  The Blind 

Assassin is a story of a woman looking back on her family’s past, from the early 

1900s to the late 1990s.  But this book has a science fiction angle as well, with a 

story within a story, a 1950s tale of pulpy fiction.  Yet here again, Atwood focuses 

on the characters and not the backdrop.  It is a story of love lost, regret, and how 

powerless one often is in the grip of history. 

 

The Stories Of John Cheever / John Cheever 

 



These stories, published from the late 1940s into the 1970s, were critically 

acclaimed.  But fame is fleeting, and I do not think Cheever is commonly read by 

today’s college students.  He is certainly of a specific time and place; if you want 

to know what life was like in urban, upper middle class America during the 1950s 

and 1960s, his stories will provide all the information you need.  Cheever does not 

focus on the politics of the time nor the social protests.  His landscape is suburban 

America and what went on behind closed doors (and often in public), the drinking 

to excess, the neighborhood bickering, the affairs, the desperation of middle-aged 

adults coming to terms with their lost youth.  When it comes to short stories, 

Cheever was a master of the craft. 

 

Oracle Night / Paul Auster 

 

Auster’s novels are deceptive; never long, they seem an easy read as the pages fly 

past.  The reader might be tempted to think the story lacks depth, but no, it’s 

merely his simple descriptive style and the plot twists that captivate.  In his 

eleventh novel, Auster tells the story of a writer recovering from a near-fatal 

illness.  Starting a new novel, his fictional creation soon begins to intrude on real 

life as events on the page come to life and haunt him and his marriage.  These 

strange events teach a simple message: forgiveness is the ultimate expression of 

love. 

 

Fool’s Gold / Jane S. Smith 

 

What a delightful read this novel turned out to be.  From page one, it had me 

captivated.  The book’s cover is god-awful, making it look like a bit of fluff.  But 

this only proves, do not judge a book by its cover.  Featuring Americans living in 

Provence, Smith focuses on the age-old village tradition of gleefully fleecing 

outsiders.  In this laugh-out-loud farce, she pokes fun at the French, the visiting 

Americans, politics, art, and hits every mark.  It is impressive how well drawn the 

characters are, plus the author’s ability to weave the separate, unfolding stories into 

a complete tapestry. 

 

Underground / Haruki Murakami 

 

This fascinating book by the author of The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle is an in-depth 

look at the poison gas attack on the Tokyo subway system in 1995.  Terrorist acts 

are far more common now than at that time, yet this book helps explain later acts 

as well.  Here, members of the religious cult Aum Shinrikyo release sarin on 

various trains, killing twelve people and injuring hundreds.  In the first half of the 



book, Murakami interviews survivors of the attack, allowing them to tell their life 

stories and involvement in the attack, with little editorial comment.  The second 

half features interviews with members of the cult, allowing them to tell why they 

joined the cult, what life was like inside it, and their reaction to the attacks.  

Murakami’s purpose is not to assign blame.  Rather, it’s to put a human face to 

both sides involved in this tragedy. 

 

The Feast Of Love / Charles Baxter 

 

This book won me over in slow degrees, its warmth and charm finally dispelling 

my cynicism.  The story, as the title implies, focuses on love (or its lack).  There is 

the married professor, an insomniac, who is worried about a drug-addicted adult 

son.  A coffee shop manager recovering from two failed marriages.  A young Punk 

couple, poor and stuck in dead end jobs, yet passionately in love.  The cold, 

repressed lawyer involved in a seemingly casual affair with a married man.  Baxter 

tells the life stories of these and other side characters with a sympathetic eye, and 

in the process creates a community anyone would be happy to come home to at 

day’s end. 

 

The Toughest Indian In The World / Sherman Alexie 

 

Alexie is a Spokane/Coeur d’Alene Indian, and in this collection of short stories he 

brings to life what it is like to be an American Indian today.  While some of the 

characters in his stories still live on the reservation, most do not.  Instead, they are 

feeling their way between two alien cultures, their own and White society. Mostly 

from the upper and middle class, professionals and white-collar workers, these are 

people who might live next door to any of us.  Here he also creates touching love 

stories: between parents and children, Whites and Indians, a man and a woman.  

This collection of short stories towers above today’s competition. 

 

Berlin Diary : The Journal Of A Foreign Correspondent, 1934-1941 / William L. 

Shirer 

  

Shirer was a newspaper man living in Europe, hired to handle American radio 

broadcasts from France and then Berlin from 1934 into 1941, during which time he 

kept this diary.  While I had read this back in high school, I’m sure I did not fully 

appreciate its behind the scenes  look at history in the making.  Shirer was clearly 

not a fan of Hitler or his party, nor did he respect the German people who follow 

its policies like sheep being led to the slaughter.  Thanks to his connections, he was 

able to predict events in the upcoming war long before they occurred, such as 



Japan attacking America and Germany invading Russia.  To anyone interested in 

the events leading up to the Second World War, Shirer’s book is an essential read.   

 

Handling Sin / Michael Malone 

 

In this humorous odyssey, Raleigh Whittier Hayes (a forgetful husband, baffled 

father, prosperous insurance salesman, and leading citizen of Thermopylae, North 

Carolina) plays the role of a reluctant Don Quixote.  Learning that his father has 

discharged himself from the hospital, taken all of his money out of the bank, and 

vanished in a Cadillac with a young black female patient, Raleigh goes in pursuit.  

And in the quest he is joined by a loyal Sancho Panza, a lifelong friend, the 

overweight Mingo Sheffield.  Along the way, the two pick up travel companions, a 

prodigal younger brother, a Jewish escaped convict, an old black jazz horn player, 

and a pregnant young girl.  Written in the 1980s, some of its cultural references are 

dated but that is only a minor annoyance.  All in all, this rolling circus provides the 

reader plenty of entertainment as it careens through the Deep South. 

 

Empire Falls / Richard Russo 

 

Russo has once again created a fascinating glimpse into the hearts and minds of 

small-town, blue-collar America.  He’s done this successfully in  previous novels 

and succeeds here as well.  Empire Falls is located in Maine and has long before 

seen its better days.  The book’s main character is Miles Roby, a soon-to-be 

divorced husband and the father of a teenage daughter he adores.  He runs the 

Empire Grill, a greasy spoon owned by Mrs. Whiting, an older woman who owns 

most of the town’s real estate and is the center of power in its politics.  As always, 

Russo has populated the pages with a host of fascinating characters.  Yet the heart 

of this book centers around Miles and his ties with the Whiting family, as he 

continues to be haunted by history until brave enough to confront its ghosts.  When 

I reached the last page, I felt like someone reluctantly moving away from a place 

I’d come to love. 

 

In The Lake Of The Woods / Tim O’Brien 

 

Did he murder his wife or not?  This novel poses the question but it is not a murder 

mystery... solving the supposed crime is not the purpose of its author.  Instead, he 

asks, what happens to a marriage when the darkest secrets of someone’s past find 

their way into the present?  This someone is John Wade, a man who has been 

hiding a whole closet full of secrets.  The son of an alcoholic, a boy who became a 

magician to win acceptance in school, he’s sent to Vietnam as a young man and 



adopts the moniker “Sorcerer.”  There, his platoon is sent to a village where they   

murder everyone, women and children included.  Going back to Minnesota after 

his discharge, he marries his longtime girlfriend, gets involved in politics and 

becomes a rising star.  But when he tries to make a run for the Senate, his 

involvement in the massacre comes to light, and he loses in a landslide.  

Afterwards, his wife and he head to a cabin in the north woods where they struggle 

to hold together their marriage.  Then one night, in a fit of madness, Wade kills all 

the plants in the house, does a number of things he can’t remember.  When he 

wakes next morning, his wife is missing.  In the hunt that follows, her body and a 

boat she supposedly took out for a ride are never found.  Clearly, Wade is 

considered the major suspect in her disappearance.  Providing  snippets of their 

dysfunctional marriage, O’Brien shows them dancing on the precipice of 

disintegration. He presents a number of different possibilities as to what might 

have happened.  Yet, whether his wife simply got lost when out in the boat, was 

fleeing her husband, or was murdered, this is never answered.  O’Brien leaves it to 

the reader to ponder. 

 

Newjack : Guarding Sing Sing / Ted Conover 

 

Conover, a reporter, goes undercover and spends a year working as a prison guard 

in New York state.  In this book, he first tells of the training that potential recruits 

undergo, but the heart of the book is his description of the year he spent working in 

Sing Sing and the prisoners he encounters there.  Conover shows the abuse the 

correctional officers take from prisoners, how prison rules are rarely followed and 

why.  He provides an intimate look at the complex interactions taking place in this 

enclosed community.  He also looks at the history of prisons in the U.S., discusses  

the death penalty, and dispels the myth that men are commonly raped behind bars.  

In the end, Conover comes away from experience feeling prisons don’t solve the 

crime problem but make it worse.  Many readers will agree with his conclusion. 

 

Short Stories From The New Yorker 

 

Published in 1940, this collection features a Who’s Who of authors from the 1930s.  

This rich, delightful book features pieces by John O’Hara, James Thurber, 

Sherwood Anderson, Erskine Caldwell, E.B. White, Dorothy Parker, William 

Maxwell, and many others. What amazed me was the quality of each story.  There 

are no duds to be found here.  I was also surprised by how contemporary these 

stories still felt sixty-five years after they were first published.  This collection 

proves that these authors were masters of the short story craft.  It’s worth a trip to 

the public library to hunt down a copy to read. 



 

Kafka on the shore / Haruki Murakami. 

 

My introduction to Murakami was when I read his The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle 

several years ago, followed by Underground (reviewed separately on this list).  

The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle is a novel that blends the commonplace and the 

surreal, and it instantly captured my interest.   Kafka On The Shore is his most 

recent novel and it continues in the tradition of his previous works, where mystical 

events take place in ordinary everyday life.  Murakami’s talent as a writer is his 

ability to blend the two together seamlessly, making it all seem quite believable.  

The book introduces Kafka, a run away fifteen year old boy, fleeing his cruel 

father and in search of his long-missing mother and sister.  Another major 

character is Nakata, an aging simpleton who can neither read nor write, but who 

has the ability to talk with cats.  The novel takes both of them on separate 

adventures that eventually converge.  Along the way, the reader gets caught up in 

the search for the entrance stone, the key that allows someone to cross over into the 

afterlife.  Be on the lookout for a rainstorm of fish and leeches! 

 

Who Do You Love / Jean Thompson. 

 

Here’s another keeper.  Thompson’s stories are complex, honest, and fully 

realized.  Too often, writers create snippets of a person’s life but fail to bring the 

character to life.  Her stories make you feel as if you’ve lived next door to these 

characters all your life.  While these people are often bruised and battered by 

circumstance, none of them have given up hope.  She is adept at creating both male 

and female characters, something not every writer can do.  Thompson deserves to 

be better know. 


