
What In The World Is Robert Reading : My Twenty Favorite Reads In 2008 

 
The dogs of Babel / Carolyn Parkhurst. 

 

This book’s premise intrigued me when I heard about it, but I wondered if the author would actually be able to turn 

it into a worthwhile novel.  Paul Iverson is a teacher of linguistics at a college and married to Lexy.  At the 

beginning of the book he is called home by the police and told that his wife has fallen from a tree and died.  

Although the death is ruled accidental, Paul notices clues in their home suggesting his wife’s death might have been 

a suicide.  The only witness to her final minutes was their dog, Lorelei, and Paul, in his grief, decides to take a leave 

of absence from work and try to teach the dog to speak, so as to be able to learn what truly happened.  It is an 

unusual premise and Parkhurst is able to turn it into an imaginative work that is touching and difficult to put down.  

Paul is a character the reader can’t help but like and feel sorry for, as in flashbacks he pieces together his life with 

Lexy, trying to complete the puzzle of what truly happened.  This is a poignant tale, one of love and loss, of masks 

that are still worn even in the closest of marriages.  It is heartbreaking and uplifting at the same time. 

 

The dark room / Rachel Seiffert. 

 
In separate stories, Seiffert writes about three generations of Germans and the selective blindness that is used by the 

country as a whole regarding the Holocaust.  Although each story is set in a separate time period with different 

characters, it is this blindness and denial that unites the pieces into a whole.  In the first story, a boy born with a 

physical deformity finds work as a photographer’s assistant during the 1930s in Nazi Germany.  Through his 

camera, he captures what is occurring in Berlin without actually acknowledging what he is witnessing: the 

persecution of the Jewish and gypsy populations.  In the second, an adolescent girl leads her younger siblings 

through the four zones of Occupation following the war in search of their grandmother.  Their parents are in Allied 

captivity, obviously high ranking Nazis.  A young man, possibly from a Jewish concentration camp, assists the 

family in their dangerous flight across Germany.  But even here, not all is as it seems--secrets are kept.  In the final 

story, decades after the war, a young man tries to discover why his grandfather was imprisoned for nine years after 

the war by the Russians.  Learning he was in the Waffen-SS, the young man tries to find out if the grandfather 

actually killed Jews, but is confronted by his family’s silence, their desire to leave the facts buried in the past.  These 

stories show how, in all  of us, selective memory is used to erase certain events we’d much rather forget. 

 

The box children / Sharon Wyse. 
 

It is the summer Lou Ann turns twelve and this book takes the form of a diary she begins during that time.  She lives 

on a northern Texas wheat farm and the year is 1960.  Lou Ann keeps five tiny dolls in a box, all named after babies 

her mother has miscarried.  Now her mother is pregnant again, and Lou Ann senses something is wrong.  For a start, 

it is clear that her mother is mentally unstable, that her father is sneaking around with other women.  Wyse has 

created a marvelous character in Lou Ann, a girl having to draw on her own inner strength to cope with the puzzle of 

budding adolescence.  She does this without the help of the adults in her life as she dreams about a bigger life far 

from this remote, poverty-stricken backwater.  At times I found it difficult to believe a twelve year old could have 

the mature thoughts that Lou Ann expresses in her diary.  But this is a minor complaint; her clear-eyed, resilient 

spirit won me over completely.  Her love of life is a force capable of overcoming every obstacle.  The world around 

Lou Ann is a dark one and there are many disturbing images revealed in her diary--mental illness, incest, racism, 

alcoholism--but Wyse shows here that while only twelve, Lou Ann isn’t going to allow any of this to hold her back. 

 

The smoking diaries / Simon Gray. 
 

Simon Gray, a well-known British playwright, began to keep a diary when he turned sixty-five.  This first volume of 

his diaries reflects the thoughts he put down in the year that followed.  In it he discusses his addiction to cigarettes, 

former alcohol abuse, and reminisces about his past, focusing on both his childhood and various friendships.  He 

mixes this with observations on aging, health concerns, and the realization that a good many of his friends have now 

died.  This is a bittersweet book; Simon is well aware that his glory days are far behind him and knows he has made 

serious mistakes during his life.  While this may sound like a downer, Simon keeps the tone light and amusing as he 

frankly pokes fun at himself and paints a picture of a man who still feels very much alive, aware of the world around 

him.  He might not be the kind of person I’d call a friend but I enjoyed getting to know him on these pages.  It is a 



funny, candid look at what it feels like to be old in a world that does not value the elderly.  A postscript: late in 2008 

I learned that Simon had succumbed to lung cancer at the age sixty-eight.  The third volume of his “Smoking 

Diaries” series will be published in 2009. 

 

An evening of long goodbyes / Paul Murray. 
 

The protagonist of this novel is Charles Hythloday, a young man living outside of Dublin on his family estate in the 

1990s.  At age twenty-four, he is trying to recreate the lifestyle of an aristocratic country gentleman.  Removed from 

the hustle and bustle of modern day life, he spends his days watching classic cinema from Hollywood’s glory days.  

But he is living in a dream world, and soon his cozy existence starts to crumble around him.  Charles is an endearing 

and witty character, a bit cantankerous and someone innocent to the evils in the world.  The plot is a rich stew, and a 

spicy one.  Charles soon learns his family fortune does not exist and he’s forced to venture out into the world he has 

insulated himself from.  It’s a Dublin where business is booming in the internet era, but Charles finds he has no 

particular skills, though college educated, to find employment.  And so he ends up living in Bonetown, a seedy part 

of the city.  Every step of the way is a series of comic misadventures for Charles and yet his innocence and belief 

that “something will turn up” always saves him.  What makes the novel above average is that beneath its 

entertaining tone, Murray weaves a real depth into the relationships Charles develops along the way.  This story is 

both funny and surprisingly touching. 

 

Down and out in Paris and London / George Orwell. 
 

Written in 1933, this is Orwell’s first book, a bleak, unsentimental description of poverty.  There is nothing candy-

coated here--Orwell ventures into the seedy heart of two cities, Paris and London, to reveal the nastiness that resides 

beneath the surface of both.  Orwell is not a tourist passing through nor a journalist visiting on a day pass.  He is a 

participant in both places, often starving, living on a few pennies a day.  In Paris, he finally finds work in the kitchen 

of a restaurant where he spends over fifteen hours a day.  There he records the dirt and grime the paying customers 

never see.  In London, he becomes a street person and travels the circuit, staying in the shabby charitable shelters 

along the way.  But while Orwell is down and out, his focus isn’t on himself.  He describes the various people he 

meets along the way, people who were born in poverty and will die poor.  The world he paints here is one where 

cigarettes and alcohol are necessary fuel, battles with landlords a constant, pawnshops a necessity, and the daily 

quest for enough food to function always a question mark.  It is a book that does not, for the most part, try to preach.  

He lets readers draw their own conclusions.  There is very little here that is pretty, but as a historical document it is 

both fascinating and sobering. 

 

The king is dead / Jim Lewis. 
 

This novel deals with love, jealousy, and murder as it circles around the topic of redemption.  But if the reader is 

expecting an action packed page turner, they will be disappointed.  This book is mostly about interiors--the thoughts 

of the two main characters, a father and son.  Each of their stories is told separately.  The first section features the 

father, Walter Selby, a World War II hero who returns to Memphis after the war and becomes an aide to the new 

governor of Tennessee.  He soon meets and weds the woman of his dreams, they have two children, and it looks like 

he is an American success story.  But as the governor’s aide, he is forced to do things that go against his principles.  

When he decides one day to quit his job and returns home early to inform his wife, he discovers her with another 

man.  Something in Walter snaps, and he murders his wife and is sentenced to life in prison.  The second part of the 

book jumps ahead to when his son Frank is an adult.  He was a young boy when the murder took place and after his 

sister and he are adopted by another couple, he suppresses the memory of that traumatic event.  Frank, like his 

father, is a remote, barely-there, individual.  Good looking and a well know actor who has tired of the business, he is 

adrift when a photograph from his childhood triggers a decision to search out exactly what happened to his first 

parents.  It is a book that takes its time in telling the story and some will find it a bit too artsy.  The presentation is 

not straight forward, but Lewis is skilled at creating empathetic characters.  The persistent reader will be rewarded 

as the story unfolds. 

 

The poor mouth : a bad story about the hard life / Flann O’Brien. 

 

Originally written in Gaelic in 1941, this slim novel is a scathing satire on the Irish and their comic ability to tell a 

“tall tale.”  It is set in the Corkadoragha, a fictional site in Western Ireland where everyone is poor, Gaelic reigns 



supreme, and the rain falls day and night.  O’Brien died in 1966, and while not widely known Stateside, is highly 

respected in his homeland.  It took me a bit to adjust to his tongue-in-cheek style but once I did, I was captivated.  

For anyone who loves to read and has at least a drop or two of Irish blood, this novel will prove to be a true delight.  

The story is a series of “tall tales” heartwarmingly absurd and laugh-out-loud funny. 

 

The Pickwick papers (The posthumous papers of the Pickwick Club) / Charles Dickens. 

 

What a delightful romp through the English countryside this book provides.  This is Dickens’ first novel, and it is 

quite unlike all the others that followed.  It is less a structured novel than a series of comic misadventures loosely 

strung together.  Lead by Samuel Pickwick, a retired businessman, the Pickwick Club consists of three other 

younger men.  Traveling about England, these “innocents abroad” continually find themselves in all kinds of 

awkward situations.  Dickens often digresses from the narrative to tell unrelated stories, equally humorous.  It makes 

for a rambling read, but for one content to simply go along for the ride, the book provides a scenic trip to treasure.  

While Pickwick is supposedly the lead character here, the spotlight is stolen time and again by his servant Samuel 

Weller, a wise-cracking font of wisdom who is constantly saving the members of the Club from their predicaments.  

Equally delightful is Sam’s father, Tony Weller.  While the younger members of the Pickwick Club and even Sam 

himself finally succumb to Cupid’s arrow, the romantic angle here isn’t as cloying as it can be in Dickens’ later 

work.  Here he is a young author who simply wants to delight his readers with high comedy.  Most of his other 

novels contain humorous elements, but none were as consistently funny as this. 

 

A long way gone : memoirs of a boy soldier / Ishamel Beah. 
 

Beah grew up in Sierra Leone but his childhood came to an abrupt end when a civil war in that country broke out.  It 

was a brutal war where both the rebel and government armed forces raped, robbed and murdered the innocent 

civilians caught in the cross-fire.  Beah’s family most likely were killed (he could never learn for sure) as at age 

thirteen he escaped into the jungle with a group of young boys like himself.  The book tells how they struggled to 

remain alive and uninvolved in the fighting.  Still, he was finally “forced” to volunteer as a soldier in a government 

force that resorts to attacking other villages for plunder and conscripts.  As part of this “army” composed of teenage 

boys, Beah soon was taking drugs and committing murders himself.  After several years, when sixteen, he was 

rescued by a United Nations’ program that takes child soldiers and puts them into special schools to educate them, 

get them off drugs, and reintegrate them into the community.  He was later sent to live with an uncle in the capital of 

Freetown, and there begins to mentally recover.  But a few short years later the civil war spreads to the capital and 

once again Beah was forced to flee: this time, out of the country, and finally to the United States.  This is not a 

historical document that examines the causes of the war itself or any of its key players.  It is, rather a story of one 

boy’s attempt to stay alive and sane when caught up in a brutal war.  While the book isn’t particularly well-written, 

the truth of the story and its horrors carry a strong impact.  Beah is one of the few lucky boy soldiers to escape, but 

the ghosts of his past will haunt him the rest of his days. 

 

The Makioka sisters / Junichiro Tanizaki. 

 

This novel was written in 1940 when Tanizaki was at the peak of his creativity as a writer.  Set in Osaka in the years 

immediately before World War II, the story follows the life and times of four adult sisters.  The family was once 

aristocratic but now, after the death of their parents, they are merely middle class, though still proud and vainly 

trying to preserve a way of life that is vanishing.  Tsuruko, the oldest sister, is the most traditional and, because of 

her age, considered the ruler of the family.  The main character is the second oldest sister; Sachiko represents the 

middle ground between traditional and modern Japanese society.  The third sister is Yukiko, still unmarried in her 

early thirties, and much of the story centers around the family’s efforts to find her a suitable husband.  She is the 

passive sort who is shy with men and happiest when a part of the family circle.  The youngest daughter is Taeko, a 

rebel who goes against norms by independently supporting herself and getting romantically involved with the wrong 

sort of man.  What makes this such a delightful read is its focus on the small details of daily life: the food the family 

eats, their leisure activities, and the family dynamics where what is said is not often what is truly meant.  For anyone 

wanting to get a better understanding of Japanese life and culture, this book is a good primer.  While slow moving, it 

is this pace that allows the author to provide the reader with such rich detail.  This book deserves to be better know 

here in the States. 

 

Drop City / T. C. Boyle. 



 

Boyle is a marvelous short story writer with an impressive list of novels to his credit as well.  Written in 2003, this 

novel is set in 1970, opens at a commune in California and ends in the wilds of Alaska during the dead of winter.  

The commune is “Drop City,” led by Norm Jender; among the residents are Star, her boyfriend Marco, and long 

time friend, Ronnie.  The commune is portrayed as a place where sex, drugs and rock and roll are the order of the 

day.  It is a crumbling mess and few members can bother themselves to do any manual labor.  It is the women who 

do all the cooking and a handful of men who keep the place running.  In parallel chapters, Boyle relocates his story 

to Alaska and the homesteader Sess Harder, living off the land with his new wife Pamela.  In contrast to the 

commune members, they are hard working, truly living off the land; hard drinking at times, but decent people.  

When “Drop City” is condemned by the authorities, the commune decides to relocate to Alaska, and naturally they 

end up living next to Sess and Pamela.  Boyle is able to evoke this time period with clarity.  Rather than bathing it in 

the afterglow of nostalgia, he casts an unsentimental eye to capture the ideals  and flaws of that generation.  It is an 

engrossing story and my only complaint is that the ending seemed too abrupt and unsatisfying.  But that is a minor 

complaint…Boyle’s ability as a writer is more than evident on these pages. 

 

Gulag : a history / Anne Applebaum. 

 

Applebaum here tackles the task of documenting the history of the Soviet concentration camp system.  Starting with 

its origins in the Russian Revolution, she traces its existence through to the fall of Communism.  While these camps 

existed before Stalin rose to power, he is the person most associated with the system’s expansion.  From 1929 until 

his death, 18 million people passed through the camps and some 4.5 million never returned.  The author attempts to 

unravel the logic behind their creation, enlargement, and maintenance.  Because of the task’s sheer scope, the true 

horror of the camp system is lost; this is better found in personal accounts of people who survived its clutches.  

Applebaum takes a more impersonal tone when giving the details of who, how and why.  But as in Germany and 

other places where concentration camps have existed, she shows that for the most part the people running the system 

were not mad, evil, or sadistic; they were instead part of a vast bureaucracy and just doing their jobs.  What is 

frightening, as the author points out at the book’s end, is that the history of the Gulag’s existence in Russia is little 

talked about by the Russian people.  They simply want to forget it ever happened, or worse still, feel that Stalin was 

somewhat justified in locking away those who disappeared behind its walls. 

 

Hiroshima Joe / Martin Booth. 
 

Called Hiroshima Joe by the local population in Hong Kong, Joe Sandingham is thought to be a bit crazy.  He is 

clearly a man haunted by sounds and voices from his past.  Living in a cheap hotel room, he supports himself by 

thieving.  His only pleasure is found in opium, alcohol, or the occasional visit to a whorehouse.  The book opens in 

1952 and in flashbacks we learn the sad history of this lonely wreck of a man.  A British soldier captured in the fall 

of Hong Kong in 1939, he spends the war in a POW camp in Japan, near Hiroshima where he witnesses the horror 

of the atomic bomb attack.  The brutal conditions of the POW camp leave him debilitated and shattered.  Booth does 

a marvelous job of showing what life was like inside these camps.  Joe is an unlikely war hero--he is a homosexual, 

caught up in the seedy criminal underworld of Honk Kong, and at one point attempts to sexually assault a young 

boy.  But despite his many flaws, or perhaps because of them, he wins the reader’s sympathy and affection.  This 

book is certainly an antiwar novel without being “political.”  Booth died of cancer a number of years ago but left 

behind numerous well-written novels as well as poetry collections.  He certainly deserves to be better known.  This 

novel should be required school reading. 

 

An unfinished life : John F. Kennedy, 1917-1963 / Robert Dallek. 
 

This is a no-nonsense kind of biography, in which the author spends little time psychoanalyzing his subject.  Instead, 

Dallek’s approach is “nothing but the facts, ma’am.”  He barely pauses for a breath as he covers the details of 

Kennedy’s life.  Kennedy grew up in a wealthy family and as a young man enjoyed the good life, chasing women 

and drifting without much purpose.  He only begins to find himself in World War II when serving in the South 

Pacific.  But it was the death of his older brother Joe that launched him into a political career following the war.  It is 

interesting to see Kennedy mature--even as a young congressman and senator, while he had plenty of style and 

charm, he lacked much substance.  This is evident even in his early days in the White House.  Kennedy’s two 

greatest strengths were surrounding himself with talented people and working behind the scenes to achieve 

consensus on issues.  His biggest faults would be his continued womanizing and a tendency to compromise his own 



beliefs for the sake of getting reelected.  The book’s best sections deal with the Bay of Pigs fiasco, showing how the 

military and CIA manipulated Kennedy into okaying the botched invasion.  But Kennedy was not a man to be fooled 

twice, and during the Cuba missile crisis, he stands up to the military brass who strongly push to invade the island, 

risking a nuclear war with Russia.  To me that is Kennedy’s shining moment as President.  While Kennedy the man 

had many flaws, Kennedy the leader embodied the country’s hopes and dreams.  Two asides:  I hadn’t realized the 

full extent of Kennedy’s health problems until I read this book, or all the drugs he was taking to remain functional.  

Nor had I realized what a bulldog his brother Bobby was.  He had quite the temper, and I question whether he would 

have made a good President in 1968.  Of the two, John was the more “natural” politician.  Because of its size, this is 

a challenging read but, thanks to Dallek’s fast pace, never a dull one. 

 

The egg and I / Betty MacDonald. 

 

Published in 1945, this book was successful enough to spawn a movie.  It tells with wry humor what life was like for 

MacDonald who moved with her young husband to a chicken ranch in the Olympic Peninsula of Oregon.  This was 

in the 1930s and the area was rural and city comforts far removed.  MacDonald is a wonderful writer who has a keen 

eye for her own and other peoples’ foibles.  She relates the hard labor that went into creating their farmstead--not 

only raising chickens, but also pigs and a huge vegetable garden.  For a farmer to survive, they had to  rely on a 

helping hand from their neighbors.  This included a couple who went on to spin-off movies of their own, Ma and Pa 

Kettle.  There is rarely a dull moment--she tells of encounters with bears and cougars, Indians, with the weather 

often playing a leading role as well.  Her description of the drunkard Indians living in her area would not be 

considered politically correct today but certainly represented the prevailing attitude at the time.  What I like best 

about MacDonald is her irreverence--she is a rebel who shocks her neighbors by not only smoking, but reading as 

well!  It vividly recreates for today’s reader a lifestyle lost for good in the present global world.  It is a classic that 

has stood the test of time. 

 

A tale of two cities / Charles Dickens. 

 

This is not your typical Dickens novel.  First of all, it is much shorter.  And unlike the others, it has no major 

characters who truly stand out and are remembered by name centuries later.  But in its favor, it is his most plot-

driven  novel; not a word is wasted here.  And what a story he has to tell, contrasting chapters about London and 

Paris in the period leading up to and including the French Revolution.  He paints a vivid picture of the grim poverty 

that fueled the revolt, of the arrogant aristocrats then in power.  He also shows that even the best intentioned 

revolution soon loses control, becoming just as evil as what it replaced.  Within this context, he has created a story 

so engaging that it keeps the reader on edge and hurrying to read more.  His other novels are delightful in their loose 

structure, allowing Dickens to wander into comedy at times.  There is none of that here, but he has no need for it 

either.  This would be a good starting point for those who aren’t sure they can afford the time to read his longer 

works.  Having had a taste, my guess is a good many of them will feel compelled to go on to his other novels. 

 

The calligrapher / Edward Docx. 

 

Wow, this novel knocked my socks off.  Its surprise ending sent shockwaves through me.  But that is only because 

the story that preceded it was so good, had gripped me completely.  This is the author’s first novel and a stunning 

debut.  On the surface it is a romantic comedy but the substance beneath sets it apart from the usual books in that 

genre.  The plot centers on a young London calligrapher named Jasper.  In his late twenties, his good looks and 

intelligence have been put to use in seducing women only to soon lose interest in the relationship.  Then he meets 

Madeleine and he falls head over heels.  While trying to win her heart, Jasper is transcribing the Songs and Sonnets 

of the poet John Donne.  Docx does a masterful job of weaving Donne’s complex poetry into the fabric of the story.  

It isn’t just an aside but the book’s true centerpiece.  The plot is a rich one with plenty of twists.  It presents a vivid 

picture of modern London, with an added bonus of bestowing an education on the art and craft of calligraphy.  But it 

is the poetry of John Donne that provides Jasper with the education he needs to mature into a caring adult.  He learns 

about the cost of constancy, the difference between lust and love.  This is a stylish debut, not only witty and clever, 

but a romantic comedy with a real heart. 

 

The Wishbones / Tom Perrotta. 
 



This was Perrotta’s first novel and all of his gifts as an author are on display here.  In this chronicle of prolonged 

adolescence, he captures what is like to be on the cusp between youthful irresponsibility and adulthood’s 

obligations.  Dave Raymond is thirty-one, a guitarist playing with the Wishbones, a New Jersey band on the 

wedding circuit.  While it isn’t the big time he’s always dreamed about, he still gets a thrill being up on stage in the 

comfortable company of his fellow band mates.  But then he surprises himself by proposing to the girlfriend he has 

dated since high school, only to immediately have second doubts and develop an interest in another woman.  Dave is 

a marvelous character and the reader can’t help but root for the guy, urging him to do the right thing.  The book is 

funny and charming, but it has a poignancy as well that touches the heartstrings.  It has plenty of sharply observed 

secondary characters, familiar as neighbors and friends.  While Dave resists his predestined fate, b book’s end, we 

see him amazed at his good fortune.  It is a coming-of-age comedy that is funny, romantic, with surprising depth; all 

of it driven with a rock ‘n’ roll back beat. 

 

The dog of the South / Charles Portis. 

 

This is Portis’ third novel, written in 1979, and much like his first (Norwood), it is basically a “road” book.  The lead 

character here is Ray Midge, a twenty-six year old college dropout with no clear direction in life.  As the story 

opens, his wife has run away with her creep of a first husband, along with Ray’s credit cards and worst of all, his 

Ford Torino.  In its place she has left her lover’s 1963 Buick Special, a compact car of all things.  Midge is 

determined to follow them, not to get his wife back, but his automobile.  He follows their trail of credit card receipts 

from Arkansas through Texas and Mexico to Central America.  Midge is a likeable guy who on the trip south, 

connects with a series of oddball fellow travelers.  The most memorable is a defrocked and disintegrating Texas 

physician who he ends up taking to Honduras where his mother runs a decrepit Christian mission.  Stoic, not heroic, 

Midge soon charms the reader into coming along for the ride.  It is a leisurely one with plenty of stops along the 

way.  Even when finally confronting his wife’s first husband, he still finds it in his heart to forgive despite the fact 

that his beloved Ford Torino has been sold and stripped for parts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


