“The man who does not read good books

has no advantage over the man

who cannot read them.”

-Mark Twain
(Web pages are embedded in the links from this page.)

The Story of Forgetting: A Novel
 is an ambitious debut novel from Stefan Merrill Block that really pays off. It combines elements of science, history, and fable into a moving story about a family that has been ravaged by Alzheimer's Disease from generation to generation. 

While somewhat flawed, Charles Bock's debut novel, 
Beautiful Children: A Novel
, makes for a great read. I really enjoyed it, and look forward to seeing more of this literary talent in the future.

Donald Ray Pollock led quite a life in his hometown of Knockemstiff, Ohio dropping out of high school, working in a meatpacking plant and a paper mill, going through three marriages and four stints in rehab before going back to school to become a writer at age 45. Now 53, Pollock has poured all of those experiences into the gritty story collection 
Knockemstiff
. It's not a happy reading experience, to be sure, but I dare you to put it down once you've started.

So far this year one book has blown all others out of the water, and it's Andre Dubus III's 
The Garden of Last Days: A Novel
. It's a literary powerhouse that reads with all the suspense of a thriller, and I can't recommend it enough.
5. J.K. Rowling's beloved Harry Potter series came to a bittersweet close with 
Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows (Book 7)
, and with tragic losses, bold triumphs, incredible danger, and nonstop suspense leading up to the ultimate showdown with Lord Voldemort, the book could easily have fumbled. It didn't: it was everything a fan could have hoped for, and J.K. Rowling is to be commended for a finale to be proud of.

4. Office ennui gets a wickedly funny spin in Joshua Ferris' debut novel, 
Then We Came to the End: A Novel
. A New York Times top five fiction book of the year, it captures office politics and relationships with surgical precision as an unnamed Chicago advertising agency enters a period of down-sizing.

3. Khaled Hosseini's second novel, 
A Thousand Splendid Suns
, really surprised me. Far from having a sophomore slump, the author of "The Kite Runner" turned in a jaw-dropping follow-up that focuses on the plight of two women trapped in an abusive marriage in Afghanistan. An unforgettable novel.

2. Poor Richard Russo and his much-maligned 
Bridge of Sighs
. It's been trashed in reviews, and while it is flawed it is also the most heartfelt, effecting novel of the year (so far of course). Give it a chance, people!

1. 
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao
, by Junot Diaz. Hands down; this novel is hysterical, heartbreaking, and utterly lovable. No other book matched the level of sheer enjoyment that I got reading this one.

4. 
A Spot of Bother (Vintage)
, by Mark Haddon. Haddon's wicked sense of humor and divine creativity make for an excellent novel about one complicated mess of a family enduring a series of crises in the build-up to the daughter's wedding ... if there is a wedding at all, that is.

3. An effective blend of fact and fiction, 
What Is the What: The Autobiography of Valentino Achak Deng
 (by Dave Eggers) spins the true story of African refugee Valentino Achak Deng into a harrowing story of survival and trying to start over.

2. I'm a fan of the graphic memoir, so some might say that I was bound to enjoy 
Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic
, by Allison Bechdel, but this one truly is a must read. It centers on Bechdel's complicated relationship with her gay-but-closeted father, and her struggle to come to terms with his life and death in addition to her own sexuality. Intensely personal and intelligent; any other year this book would have easily taken first place ...

1. ... but it had to be up against 
The Road (Oprah's Book Club)
, by Cormac McCarthy, and nothing could have topped that. I Love, love, love this book -- and so do critics. There's good reason, because "The Road" is the best novel to come along in years -- certainly it is the most effecting novel of the decade. Truly, this is a novel that deserves every award that it wins.

4. Julian Fellowes, Academy Award-winning screenwriter of "Gosford Park," wrote a deliciously tart novel entitled 
Snobs
. It's fluff, for sure, but it's also an intelligent and highly witty story about the foibles of Britain's social elite and their hangers-on, and a darned enjoyable read at that.

3. In 
Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince (Book 6)
 J.K. Rowling gave the Harry Potter series its most shocking ending ever, and left millions of fans desperate for the final volume in the series. The woman's a success for good reason.

2. Having spent my high school years living in San Francisco it was easy to fall in love with Sean Wilsey's memoir, 
Oh the Glory of It All
, thanks to its detailed use of setting, but it is Wilsey's personal odyssey following the divorce of his socialite parents that made this book a compelling and unforgettable reading experience. With a keen sense of humor and deep insights, "Oh the Glory of it All" is a profoundly enjoyable reading experience.

1. I'm not a big non-fiction reader, but 
The Year of Magical Thinking
, a memoir by the venerable Joan Didion, demanded my attention and easily earned top honors for 2005. A heartbreaking recollection of the grief that consumed her following the death of her husband, "The Year of Magical Thinking" is unflinchingly honest and compelling. It should have claimed a Pulitzer, but was unjustly nominated and then passed over.

5. A Pulitzer Prize winner, 
Gilead: A Novel
, by Marilynne Robinson, is a remarkably poetic novel in the form of a letter an elderly -- and dying -- minister writes to his young son. It's slightly flawed, but Robinson's lush prose will knock your socks off.

4. No one does comedy-drama satires better than Tom Perrotta, and 
Little Children: A Novel
 is no exception. Set in the dysfunctional world of suburban parenting, Perrotta trains his razor-sharp eyes on modern-day dissaffected mothers and fathers with highly enjoyable results. (The film adaptation, co-written by Perrotta, is great too, by the way)

3. 
Persepolis 2: The Story of a Return
 is the second volume in Marjane Satrapi's graphic memoir of her coming of age. In this one our beloved Marji is a rebellious teenager adrift and lonely in Europe, tormented by her home country's turmoil and uncertain of where her future will take her. Bloody brilliant stuff.

1. Guess what? It's a tie for top honors this year, because I just can't pick between two novels that I absolutely love.

First up is Lorraine Adams, a Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist who wrote a criminally overlooked novel in 
Harbor
, a highly intelligent and compelling story about illegal immigrants who get mixed up in bad business with a possible terrorist cell and the federal agents who are ruthlessly investigating it. Read. It. Now. It's that good.

The second winner for 2004 is 
War Trash
, an utterly amazing novel by Ha Jin about a Chinese prisoner of war struggling to survive and get back home. It was nominated for the Pulitzer that year, but lost to the aforementioned "Gilead," which is a shame; "War Trash" deserves to be a classic war novel among greats like "Catch-22," "Slaughterhouse-Five," and "The Things They Carried". It's that good.

4. 
Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix (Book 5)
, by J.K. Rowling, takes some getting used to for fans of the series thanks to a moodier-than-usual tone, but it's a brilliant step by Rowling as she takes our beloved wizard through his emotional, rebellious stage in the wake of Lord Voldemort's return and gets him ready to face his destiny like a man.

3. There aren't many books like 
The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time
, and even fewer authors with the wit and verve of Mark Haddon to pull of such an audacious novel. It's narrator is an unforgettable autistic young man whose family drama is unmasked after he undertakes a murder mystery, and seeing the world through his eyes is an experience that won't soon leave you. Comedy, mystery, and drama -- Haddon's literary debut has it all!

2. Perhaps the most controversial title in this guide is 
Vernon God Little
, D.B.C. Pierre's Booker Prize winner that divided American critics and audiences. It's a novel that people either love or hate, and I'm firmly seated in the loved it camp. The plot features a school shooting, a wrongly accused protagonist who just can't get out of his own way, and a media circus in a small Texas town.

1. 
Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood
, by Marjane Satrapi, is a coming of age story like none you've ever experienced. In this, the first volume of her graphic memoir, young Marjane experiments with cigarettes and listens to rock music, just like any other pre-teen is wont to do. Except that Marjane lives in war-torn Iran and lives in constant danger. Bombings, arrests, and executions are a frequent reality for her, and "Persepolis" will be with you forever.


2003: Harry Potter, a Genre-Defying Debut, Controversy, and a Graphic Memoir. What Variety!
4. 
Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix (Book 5)
, by J.K. Rowling, takes some getting used to for fans of the series thanks to a moodier-than-usual tone, but it's a brilliant step by Rowling as she takes our beloved wizard through his emotional, rebellious stage in the wake of Lord Voldemort's return and gets him ready to face his destiny like a man.

3. There aren't many books like 
The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time
, and even fewer authors with the wit and verve of Mark Haddon to pull of such an audacious novel. It's narrator is an unforgettable autistic young man whose family drama is unmasked after he undertakes a murder mystery, and seeing the world through his eyes is an experience that won't soon leave you. Comedy, mystery, and drama -- Haddon's literary debut has it all!

2. Perhaps the most controversial title in this guide is 
Vernon God Little
, D.B.C. Pierre's Booker Prize winner that divided American critics and audiences. It's a novel that people either love or hate, and I'm firmly seated in the loved it camp. The plot features a school shooting, a wrongly accused protagonist who just can't get out of his own way, and a media circus in a small Texas town.

1. 
Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood
, by Marjane Satrapi, is a coming of age story like none you've ever experienced. In this, the first volume of her graphic memoir, young Marjane experiments with cigarettes and listens to rock music, just like any other pre-teen is wont to do. Except that Marjane lives in war-torn Iran and lives in constant danger. Bombings, arrests, and executions are a frequent reality for her, and "Persepolis" will be with you forever.
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2002: An Unusually Competitive Year
5. 
Three Junes
, by Julia Glass, is an unerringly sweet and heartwarming novel about love in all of its varieties. Set in three separate Junes, each years apart, Glass weaves together an intricate family saga that captures the complex -- and essential -- ties that we all have to family, friends and romance.

4. Carol Shields' final novel, 
Unless: A Novel (P.S.)
, is something of a mixed bag if you read it with no knowledge of what was going on in the author's life. But if you read it knowing that Shields had been diagnosed with terminal cancer before writing it, the entire tone of the novel changes and is rendered utterly poignant as its protagonist, a writer named Reta Winters, becomes unmoored in the wake of a recent family crisis and begins to question the value of her life.

3. Booker Prize-winning 
Life of Pi
, by Yann Martel, is an intricate novel about a fantastic voyage; young Piscine Patel (nicknamed PI) is stranded in a lifeboat with a Bengal Tiger following the sinking of the boat he and his family were travelling on, and must find a way to survive in an improbably harrowing scenario. The final twist (which angers some readers) makes you rethink the whole novel and want to re-read it all over again.

2. Jeffrey Eugenides, author of the fantastic "Virgin Suicides," finally returned to bookstores with 
Middlesex: A Novel (Oprah's Book Club)
, an epic novel about three generations of a Greek family that transplants to the U.S. and how their, er, complicated family tree leads to the birth of hermaphroditic Calliope. Cal's incredible journey from a childhood as a girl to an adult life as a male in Europe is utterly fascinating, and a Pulitzer Prize winner to boot.

1. In a remarkably competitive year for the top spot, the honors ultimately go to Jonathan Safran Foer and 
Everything Is Illuminated: A Novel
, a sprawling novel about three men on a journey to find a town that was devastated during the Holocaust. Unforgettable characters combined with Foer's master craftsmanship (in his first novel, for crying out loud!), make it the clear winner of a very tough race.
2001: Everyday American Life in the Spotlight
3. Not many people are familiar with 
Ella Minnow Pea: A Novel in Letters
, Mark Dunn's beguiling and incredibly creative novel, but if I had my way it would be required reading for literature-lovers everywhere. It's not a life-altering, socially resonant novel on the scale of, say, "Animal Farm," but it is exceedingly diverting and enjoyable.

2. I might scare you off of 
Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America
, by Barbara Ehrenreich, if I tell you that I wrote a paper on it for a sociology class, but don't be intimidated -- I CHOSE this book for the assignment because I had read it before and thought it was so fascinating and dead on that it would make the paper a breeze (it did, and I got an A). Ehrenreich's investigation into the lives of minimum wage workers in America is shocking and eye-opening, despite the naysayers who criticize her research methods. I'll admit to some flaws, but ignore the haters; I work retail, and this book is pretty dead-on.

1. As Pulitzer Prize-winners go, there have been better ones than Richard Russo's 
Empire Falls
, but there have also been far worse ("Breathing Lessons" anyone? Seriously, anyone?). Personally, I love it. The beauty of Russo's epic examination of a small town in Maine and its inhabitants is in his lush details; the characters are amazingly deep and their lives are made into a compelling study of ordinary American lives and how even the seemingly unexceptional can be quite exceptional in the right light. Russo crafts a heartfelt narrative with Shakespearean control, and before you know it you are utterly captivated by "Empire Falls," and don't want the experience to end.


2000: Amazing Adventures, Amazing Reads
2. 
Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire (Book 4)
, the fourth entry in J.K. Rowling's series, is the book where the tone begins to get darker and more adult as Harry's ongoing quest to defeat Lord Voldemort claims its first victim and Voldemort scores his first big win against the boy wizard. "Goblet of Fire" is the most beloved Potter book by fans. Why not find out why?

1. What can I say about Michael Chabon's 
The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay
, a Pulitzer Prize-winner (yes, another one) about two cousins who make it big in the comic book business in the 1930s but must deal with some heavy personal demons in the build-up to WWII? Look no further than the title for the appropriate adjective to describe this book: amazing. 


1999: A Nobel Laureate on Top
3. 
For the Relief of Unbearable Urges: Stories
, by Nathan Englander, is something of an oddity, but it's a quirk-filled story collection that I adore. Some readers may feel discombobulated by the way the stories move from heavy drama to absurdist comedy, but the mastery of Englander's writing is that the tonal shifts never feel forced, and he is equally adept at both styles.

2. I'm a fan of short stories (this year features not one but two story collections), and of all the ones that I've read 
Interpreter of Maladies
, by Jhumpa Lahiri, is one of my favorites. The first story, "A Temporary Matter," is a heartbreaking intro to Lahiri's glimpses into the lives of Indian citizens and, especially, immigrants, exploring how difficult it can be to start over in a new country. Unforgettable, moving stuff that would have claimed the top spot this year were it not for ...

1. ... 
Disgrace (Penguin Essential Editions)
, by J.M. Coetzee. This book is like a sucker-punch to the gut that leaves you breathless and absolutely stunned. It's ostensibly about a professor in South Africa who must leave his teaching post in, well, disgrace and goes to live with his estranged daughter on her farm, where a sudden, horrific burst of violence will change their lives forever. The real subject matter? How enduring racial tensions and violence in the wake of apartheid continue to plague a deeply wounded nation. Coetzee didn't win a Nobel Prize for Literature for nothing, as this sterling novel attests.


1998: Justice is Done
3. First up for 1998 is Tom Perrotta's 
Election
, a novel that made me laugh so hard my sides ached, but whose poignant truths resonate as a high school's race for student council president is marred by greed, ambition, corruption, scandal, and intrigue. Eerily reminiscent of your typical presidential run, no? Thanks to Perrotta's fierce wit and dead-on insights, politics have never been so fun.

2. When the dust settled, the Pulitzer Prize for 1998 went home with 
The Hours: A Novel
, Michael Cunningham's play on Virginia Woolf's "Mrs. Dalloway." Be warned, I am going to get indignant about that decision when you read the description for MY top pick of the year, but I don't really mean to take away from the quality of Cunningham's novel at all; I just don't think it should have beaten a certain other book that was nominated. At any rate, "The Hours" focuses on three women living in three different time periods whose lives tend to resemble aspects of "Mrs. Dalloway," and who will be connected in some way at the end of the novel. It's a bold idea that pays off thanks to Cunningham's effortless ease and grace as a writer.

1. 
The Poisonwood Bible: A Novel (P.S.)
, Barbara Kingsolver's epic novel about a family's doomed missionary trip to Africa in 1959, was nominated against "The Hours" for the Pulitzer Prize in 1998, but was cruelly shot down when the winner was announced. Don't get me wrong, I love "The Hours" (it made second place on my list), but I really think the Pulitzer board screwed up on this one. "The Poisonwood Bible" is a mesmerizing, haunting novel that is absolutely unforgettable. It made me cry, which may be a shameful thing for a twenty-five year old male to admit, but it just goes to show how powerful this novel is. The Pulitzers may have slighted Kingsolver's tour-de-force masterpiece, but it will always have a special place in my heart.
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1997: Going Out With a Bang
1. Arundhati Roy may have only one fiction book to her credit as of this guide's publication date, but 
The God of Small Things
 is a doozy of a novel. A Booker Prize winner about twins looking back on the incident that tore their family apart, "The God of Small Things" is an incredibly resonant examination of the lasting impacts of India's caste system. Now if only someone could convince Ms. Roy to turn her attention away from non-fiction for a while, we'd be set ... until then, this gem of a novel will stand tribute to her prowess as a writer.
This is the perfect opportunity to dig into those classics you've only ever heard about. Enjoy "Anna Karenina," "The Count of Monte Cristo," "David Copperfield," "My Antonia," "Don Quixote," "East of Eden," "Emma," "Ethan Frome," "Dracula," "The Great Gatsby," "Gulliver's Travels," "Life on the Mississippi," "Madame Bovary," "Middlemarch," "Mrs. Dalloway," "1984," "The Plague," "Pride and Prejudice," "Jane Eyre," "The Sound and the Fury," or any of the number of other great classics.
