Higher English

Suggested Reading List

This is not intended to be a comprehensive list of books for study, merely suggestions of suitable titles from Learning Resource Centre for Personal Study at Higher level.  There are many other books which are suitable for this level.
This list is sorted by genre into the following categories:-
Adventure/Crime
Autobiography/Travel

Classic

Historical/War

Humour

Life Issues
Science Fiction/Fantasy/Horror
Adventure/Crime
Adichi, Chimamanda Ngozi

Purple Hibiscus

Set in Nigeria and narrated by a teenager who gradually realises that her family life, which she has always considered ‘the norm’, is in fact, anything but. Her tyrant father – well respected philanthropist in their village but religious despot behind closed doors, and servile mother provide a home that has everything and yet nothing.
Banks, Iain

Complicity

A fast moving thriller about a substance-abusing hack on an Edinbugh newspaper who maybe knows more about a series of bizarre deaths being investigated by the police than is good for him.  Complicity explores the morality of greed, corruption and violence.

Also by Iain Banks – Whit; The Bridge; Canal Dreams; A Song of Stone; The Business; Dead Air.

Chandler, Raymond

The Big Sleep

The story of a Private Eye who becomes embroiled with the affairs of the Sternwood family, the youngest daughter of whom has been kidnapped.  Lots of good descriptions, plenty of twists in the plot and some brilliant one-liners.

Greig, Andrew

When They Lay Bare

An unknown woman comes to live at a cottage that has been empty since the violent deaths of its inhabitants more than 20 years ago. She has a set of antique plates which she believes can tell her the truth about the past and what she is to do now. Part thriller, part romance.
James, P D

Original Sin

When Gerard's – a ruthlessly ambitious new managing director of a publishing company - body is discovered bizarrely desecrated, there is no shortage of suspects and Dalgliesh and his team are confronted with a puzzle of extraordinary complexity and a murderer who is prepared to strike again.

Also by James – A Certain Justice; Cover Her Face.

Kipling, Rudyard

Captains Courageous

The story of an over-indulged son of a millionaire, who, when he falls overboard from an ocean liner is rescued by a Portuguese fisherman and, joins the crew of a fishing schooner. Through this exciting adventure story, Captains Courageous (1897) tells the story of a boy who, like Mowgli in The Jungle Book, is thrown into an entirely alien environment.

Kneale, Matthew

English Passengers

This novel tells two parallel stories: one of three eccentric Englishmen who set sail for Tasmania to find the Garden of Eden; the other of a young Tasmanian aborigine and his tribe, struggling against the invading British, who prove as lethal in their good intentions as in their cruelty. 

Le Carre, John

The Spy Who Came in From the Cold

A spy thriller set in the time of the Cold War which starts with a man being shot as he attempts to cross the Berlin Wall. It is the story of a perilous assignment with lots of ingenious twists in the plot.

Also by John le Carre – The Tailor of Panama

Moore, Brian

Lies of Silence

When the IRA orders Dillon to park his car at a Belfast hotel, he knows he's planting a bomb that will kill and maim dozens. He also knows his wife will be killed if he disobeys.

Martel, Yann

Life of Pi

16 year old Pi is shipwrecked following the sinking of the cargo ship which was carrying him and his family and their zoo from India to Canada.  It’s an unusual story of courage and survival.

Patchett, Ann

Bel Canto

An evening of opera in honour of a Japanese industrial giant ends is summarily interrupted by terrorists. This is an unusual story which looks at the unique relationship between captors and their hostages, and also the unique negotiating role of the mediator. Excellent characterisation throughout.
Suskind, Patrick

Perfume – the Story of a Murderer

Born into abject poverty in the filthy back streets of Paris Jean-Baptiste Grenouille discovers he has the most amazing sense of smells and is soon creating the most exquisite perfumes in the whole of Paris. However the one smell he cannot recreate is the magical scent of a young virgin. Set in 18th century, pre-revolutionary France this is a story of murder and intrigue but the plot is cleverly and beautifully written. 

Vine, Barbara

Asta’s Book

In 1905, Asta and her husband Rasmus have come to East London from Denmark with their two sons. With her husband away Asta keeps loneliness at bay by writing a diary. The entries, published over seventy years later, seem to hold the key to an unsolved murder and to the mystery of a missing child.

Also by Vine – A Dark Adapted Eye; Gallowglass.
Autobiography/Travel

Angelou, Maya (920)
I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings

The autobiography of a young black girl struggling against the brutal discrimination of America in the 1930’s and 40’s.

Also by Maya Angelou – All God’s Children Need Travelling Shoes

Bryson, Bill

Made In America (910.92)

An anecdotal look at the origins of language and ideas in the USA.  Bryson traces America's history through the language of the time, then goes on to discuss words culled from everyday activities: immigration, eating, shopping, advertising, going to the movies, and others.

Also by Bryson – Mother Tongue: The English Language (420): Notes From a Small Island (914.2) 

McCarthy, Pete

The Road to McCarthy

A brilliantly funny travel writer, Pete McCarthy journeys from his native Ireland to Gibraltar, Morocco, Tangier across to New York on to Tasmania, Montana and Montserrat, ending up in Alaska, in search of his own clan history.

Mah, Adeline Yen (920)

Falling Leaves

Adeline’s true story of a childhood in China during the civil war.  Her’s was a childhood of fear, isolation rejection and humiliation at the hands of her father, step-mother and siblings.
Classic

Atwood, Margaret
The Penelopiad: The Myth of Penelope and Odysseus
Atwood takes the intriguing story of this remarkable pair from Homer’s Odyssey (why did Odysseus hang the twelve maids?). Penelope, the stay-at-home wife with the wayward son and philandering husband, her trouble with the in-laws oh…and her cousin Helen of Troy. Interested in Greek mythology? You should give this one a try.

See also Weight: The Myth of Atlas and Heracles by Jeanette Winterson

Austen ,Jane

Pride and Prejudice

Set in the late 18th century this is the story of Mr and Mrs Bennett and their five daughters, all of whom are needing a husband – preferably with money.  

Also by Austen – Emma, Northanger Abbey, Persuasion, Sense and Sensibility.

Bronte, Charlotte

Jane Eyre

Having survived a grim and loveless childhood, Jane, still a teenager, falls in love with her rich employer – Mr Rochester – who has a secret of his own.

Bronte, Emily

Wuthering Heights

This is the story of Cathy, who had to choose between her (good) well-meaning husband and the (bad) wild man she has loved since she was young.  Her choice leads to betrayal and revenge.

Dickens, Charles

Great Expectations

The story follows the life of Pip, a humble country boy who encounters escaped convicts, spooky graveyards, unrequited love and, of course, the legendary Miss Havisham residing in her eerie house still dressed in her bridal gown.  The generosity of a mystery benefactor changes Pip’s life forever.

Also by Dickens – A Tale of Two Cities, David Copperfield, Hard Times, Little Dorrit, Our Mutual Friend, Dombey and Son, The Old Curiosity Shop, Martin Chizzlewit, Oliver Twist, Barnaby Rudge.
Eliot, George

Silas Marner

After he is wrongly accused of a crime and expelled from his community, weaver Silas Marner becomes a miser and a recluse. A strange sequence of events, and the appearance of a small child, transforms his life in this realistic tale of rural life, and symbolic drama of sin and repentance.

Also by Eliot – Adam Bede, Middlemarch, Mill on the Floss, Daniel Deronda

Fitzgerald, Scott F

The Great Gatsby

Set in 1920’s America, a story with much opulence, glamour and wealth portrayed in its characters.  Life in the fast lane inevitably burns out, with a tragic climax.

Also by F Scott Fitzgerald – Tender is the Night

Greene, Graham

Brighton Rock

A gang war is raging through the dark underworld of Brighton.  Pinkie, malign and ruthless, has killed a man.  Believing he can escape retribution, he is unprepared for the courageous, life-embracing Ida Arnold, who is determined to avenge a death.

Also by Greene – Burnt-Out Case; England Made Me; Travels With My Aunt; The Power and the Glory

Hardy, Thomas

Tess Of The D’Urbervilles

Tess is an unassuming servant girl. Who realises that her true heritage lies with the powerful D’Urberville family.  She is a tragic figure, manipulated and misled.

Also by Hardy – Far From the Madding Crowd; The Mayor of Casterbridge; Under the Greenwood Tree; The Return of the Native; A Pair of Blue Eyes; Desperate Remedies; Jude the Obscure; The Woodlanders.

Hartley, L P

The Go-Between

Set in a country house during the hottest summer on record at the turn of the last century.  A story of class, lies, lust and mystical symbolism.  In the ever-rising outside temperature you just know that something terrible is going to happen….

Also by Hartley – The Hireling-

Hugo, Victor

Les Miserables
An epic novel set in early 19 century France which follows the events of a certain Jean Valjean who is an escaped convict determined to put his past behind him. Full of wonderful characters, humour and a plot that twist and turns. Don’t be put off by the size of this book!
Lessing, Doris

The Golden Notebook
Set in the early ‘60s this book really took up the cudgels for the feminists, portraying the pitfalls to be encountered by women when entering a ‘man’s world’. One woman’s search for her own personal and political identity. A challenging read.
Levi, Primo

Periodic Table

Levi, a trained chemist and survivor of the Holocaust, uses the elements as metaphors to create a cycle of linked, sometimes autobiographical, stories, including tales of the Jewish community from which he was from and his response to the Holocaust.

Rushdie, Salman

Midnight’s Children

Saleem Sinai was born at the hour of India's independence, and found himself mysteriously 'handcuffed to history' by the coincidence. He is one of 1,001 children born at the midnight hour, each of them endowed with an extraordinary talent - and whose privilege and curse it is to be both master and victims of their times. Through Saleem's gifts - inner ear and wildly sensitive sense of smell - we are drawn into a fascinating family saga set against the vast, colourful background of the India of the 20th century.

Also by Salman Rushdie – The Ground Beneath Her Feet

Steinbeck, John

East of Eden 

Set in the rich farmland of California's, this novel follows the intertwined destinies of two families whose generations helplessly re-enact the fall of Adam and Eve and the poisonous rivalry of Cain and Abel. Steinbeck creates some of his most memorable characters and explores such themes as the mystery of identity; the inexplicability of love; and the murderous consequences of love's absence.

Also by Steinbeck – Cannery Row, East of Eden, Grapes of Wrath, Of Mice and Men, The Red Pony.

Virgil

Aeneid

Inspired by Homer and inspiration for Dante and Milton, Virgil is an immortal poem at the heart of Western life and culture. Virgil took as his hero Aeneas, legendary survivor of the fall of Troy and father of the Roman race, and in telling a story of dispossession and defeat, love and war, he portrayed human life in all its nobility and suffering.
Wilde, Oscar

The Picture of Dorian Gray

The portrayal of a rather shallow character, with youth and beauty on his side, who is encouraged to try all the virtues and vices that life has to offer. A modern day fable which, through its simple plot, reveals the dreadful consequences of vanity, thoughtlessness and sin.
Historical/War

Ballard, J G

Empire Of The Sun

This novel is based on the experiences of the author, who, at the age of 12, was interned in a Japanese prisoner of war camp.  A story of starvation and survival, of internment camps and death marches and the absolute incomprehensibility of war.
Barker, Pat

Regeneration

A poet is sent to a mental hospital near Edinburgh for treatment as he has been criticising the First World War.  A story of bravery and friendship and the legitimacy, or otherwise, of war.
Chevalier, Tracy

Girl With The Pearl Earring

When Griet becomes a maid in the household of Johannes Vermeer, she thinks she knows her role: housework, laundry and the care of his six children.  But as she becomes part of his world and his work, their growing intimacy spreads tension and deception in the ordered household and, as the scandal seeps out, into the town beyond.

De Bernieres, Louis

Captain Corelli’s Mandolin

A love story as well as a story about lives affected by war.  Set on a Greek island which is invaded by the Italians, when friends become enemies and all are affected by the atrocities of war.

Also by de Bernier – Senor Viva and the Coca Lord
Eco, Umberto
The Name of the Rose
A story of murder and mystery set in the Middle Ages when plague and famine and religious fanaticism were the order of the day. The book includes background information on history, theology and linguistics so may be of interest to pupils who hope to go on take History at Advanced Higher.  
Faulks, Sebastian

Birdsong

A love story set at the beginning of the First World War.  The horrors of the trenches, the unspeakable waste of life the heroism and the despair are clearly conveyed.  It is also a beautiful love story.

Also by Faulks – On Green Dolphin Street, Charlotte Gray: Engleby
Frazier, Charles

Cold Mountain

The story of a very long walk. At the end of the Civil War, a wounded Confederate veteran gets up from his hospital bed and begins the long journey back to his home in the remote hills of North Carolina.  Along the way he meets rogues and outlaws, Good Samaritans and vigilantes, people who help and others who hinder, but through it all his aim is to return to Cold Mountain and to the woman he left behind.
Also by Frazier: Thirteen Moons

Galloway, Janice

Clara

Based on the life of Clara Schumann the story depicts the difficulties of a professional woman – concert pianist and composer – in the 19th century. Following a difficult childhood, Clara marries, and is adored by Robert Schumann, however his mental health deteriorates to such a point that he is placed in an asylum. Lots of references to the musical history of that era.
Golding, William

The Inheritors

The amazing story of the first encounter of Neanderthal man and homo sapiens. The New People bring with them such concepts as art, war, intoxication and pollution with resultant battles to see which will dominate.

Also by William Golding – The Paper Men
Ishiguro, Kazuo

The Remains Of The Day

A story, set between the two World Wars, of a butler’s devotion to his master – where ‘duty’ is paramount at the expense of all else.  The tragedy of a half-lived life.

Also by Ishiguro – Never Let Me Go

Keneally, Thomas

Schindler’s List

The story of Oskar Schindler who risked his life to protect Jews in Nazi-occupied Poland.  A flamboyant German industrialist who was transformed by the war into an angel of mercy.

Levy, Andrea

Small Island

Depicts London during and just after World War 2 through the story of a young Jamaican girl who arrives to live her dream only to find that London is cold, squalid and overtly prejudiced where food rationing and hardship abounds.
Matar, Hisham

In the Country of Men

A story about the brutality of Libyan politics in the 1970’s and 80’s. Of a son’s love for his ‘traitor’ father and his ‘addict’ mother, despite all the horrific experiences he endures whilst living – and being in exile – during the reign of dictator Gaddafi.

Remarque, Erich Maria

All Quiet on the Western Front

A World War 1 classic – all the harrowing experiences of the trenches seen through the eyes of a young German soldier.  The horror and disillusionment of war together with the camaraderie and friendships which saw these young men through such difficult . A classic anti-war story.

Seth, Vikram

A Suitable Boy

Set in India this is the story of Lata’s, and her mother’s, attempts to find a suitable match either through love or through a mother’s exacting appraisal.
Smith, Iain Crichton

Consider The Lilies

A story about the Highland Clearances this book focuses on the plight of an elderly woman evicted from her croft.  Finding comfort from an unlikely source she is forced to make an honest reappraisal of her entire world.
Solzhenitsyn, Aleksandra

One Day In The Life Of Ivan Denisovich

Life under the Stalin regime in a Russian Labour Camp was a struggle of survival.  Freezing temperatures; the brutality of the guards and sometimes the other prisoners; the lack of food and rigours of the hard labour they were forced to do are all described – and this is a good day.

Taylor, Andrew

The American Boy

An historical novel set in London in the earl 1800’s.  Combines a murder plot with an excellent use of 19th century language, in a setting of high society London but with the inclusion of authentic historical events. 

Walsh, Jill Paton

A Desert in Bohemia

Set in 1945 in Central Europe a young woman takes refuge in a seemingly, abandoned castle.  She is joined soon, however by other ‘interesting characters’ including the owner of the castle – Michael Blansky.  With the uprising of Communism, aristocratic heritage counts for nought and Michael becomes a refugee in order to survive. A brilliant account of the rise and fall of Communism - what it set out to be and what it became.

White, Antonia

Frost in May

A beautifully written story of life in a convent, the eccentricities of the nuns and convent rules, as well as deep friendships. The characterisations are excellent. A real insight into convent life at the beginning of the last century.

Zusak, Markus

The Book Thief
The story of a young girl living in Nazi Germany, who goes to live with a foster family and learns to read. She falls in love with books, her new Papa, a boy called Rudy, and a Jew hiding in a basement. It is also a story of WW2 from the German perspective….and it is narrated by death. Brilliant.
Humour

Doyle, Roddy

A Star Called Henry

Born in the Dublin slums of 1901, his father a one-legged whorehouse bouncer, Henry Smart has to grow up fast. By the time he can walk he's out robbing and begging, often cold and always hungry. At fourteen years old he’s already six-foot-two and a soldier in the Irish Citizen Army. A year later he's ready to die for Ireland, a rebel, and a killer. With his father's wooden leg as his weapon, Henry becomes a Republican legend - one of Michael Collins' boys, a cop killer, an assassin on a stolen bike.
Heller, Joseph

Catch 22

Satirical novel in which an American airforce base on a small island off Italy becomes a microcosm of the modern world as it might look to someone dangerously sane! Hilariously funny and totally off the wall.

Nancy Mitford

Love in a Cold Climate

An irreverent story of the upper classes set in pre-war London and Paris. Deals with eccentric relatives, forbidden love, passion and all the thrills of a ‘London social season’.

Irving, John

A Prayer For Owen Meaney

When 11 year old Owen hits an out-of-bounds shot in a baseball match and kills his friends mother, he believes he is an instrument of God!  

Vonnegut, Kurt

Slaughterhouse 5
Anti-war text based on the bombing of Dresden in World War 2. The book has a cult following, rich in Black Comedy. 
Life Issues

Ali, Monica

Brick Lane

This is a contemporary novel, set in the East End of London, about the life of a teenage Asian girl who is forced into marriage with a strange man who is considerably older than her.

Atkinson, Kate

Behind the Scenes at the Museum

An amusing and insightful life story over several generations with interesting characters and lots of amusing anecdotes with which we can all associate – the holiday from hell, the World Cup wedding. Beautifully written with excellent character studies.

Also by Kate Atkinson: When Will There Be Good News (Crime genre)
Banks, Lynne Reid

The L-Shaped Room
Set in the ‘60s Jane is thrown out of the family home when she becomes pregnant. It is a poignant story which follows the ups and downs of life in a tiny, bug infested bed-sit as an unmarried mother in times that are so different to ours.

Burgess, Anthony

A Clockwork Orange

Youth culture in revolt - 15-year-old Alex and his friends set out on a diabolical orgy of robbery, rape, torture and murder. Alex is jailed for his teenage delinquency and the state tries to reform him - but at what cost?  

Carter, Angela

The Magic Toyshop

Orphaned at the age of 15, Melanie and her two young siblings are sent to live with their little-known aunt and uncle (who is a toymaker). It is a story of a young girl’s transition to adulthood in the strange and magical world in which she finds herself.
Chang, Jung

Wild Swans

An account of three generations of Chinese women living in Maoist China.  The descriptions are so fascinating and often so shocking that it is sometimes difficult to believe it is not all true.  The manipulations of the authorities - turning friends against friends, family against each other is mesmerising, as is the sheer power and determination of human nature.
Coupland, Douglas

Generation X

A story of three friends in their 20’s living in a small American town.  In trying to make sense of a frightening world (nuclear bombs, environmental catastrophes) they tell each other bizarre and beautiful stories about other worlds where things make more, or sometimes less, sense to them.  A cult classic.

Davidson, Andrew

The Gargoyle

An horrific accident leaves the protagonist recovering from horrific burn injuries where he is visited by a strange woman who believes they used to be lovers in the 1300’s. No wonder he thinks she is crazy! This is a beautifully written story about enduring love. You won’t be disappointed.

Docherty, Berlie

Requiem

Set in rural Ireland and Venice, this is the story of a young woman’s search for self-fulfilment as she struggles against the love of her family and the discipline of her convent upbringing.

Fowles, John

The French Lieutenant’s Woman

An epic love story of two people with insight and imagination who seek to escape from the tyranny of their age, The French Lieutenant's Woman is a brilliantly sustained story of the decline of the twentieth-century’s passion for freedom.

Also by John Fowles – The Collector

Golden, Arthur

Memoirs of a Geisha
Set in 1930’s Japan an extraordinary story of a young Japanese peasant girl who is sold as an apprentice to a geisha house, where she is taught all she needs to know to become an incredibly successful geisha girl. She recounts her story some years later from the sheer opulence of the Waldorf Astoria hotel in New York City. A fascinating, and rather sad, portrayal of Japanese culture at that time.
Grenville, Kate

The Idea of Perfection
Set in the searing heat of New South Wales, Australia this is a story of love between two unexpected characters in a sleepy village where nothing much happens. Excellent character studies interspersed with good doses of humour.

Also by Grenville – The Secret River
Harris, Joanne

Chocolat

When two strangers arrive in a small French village to open a shop selling wonderful chocolates, the villagers are at first suspicious, but soon come to realise that they seem to have a knack for finding out people’s problems and working out solutions for them.  However the village priest doesn’t trust Vianne and thinks she may be a witch.

Also by Joanne Harris – Blackberry Wine; Holy Fools; Five Quarters of the Orange
Hosseini, Khaled

The Kite Runner

This is the gripping story of a boyhood friendship destroyed by jealousy, fear, and the kind of ruthless evil that transcends mere politics. Running parallel to this personal narrative of loss and redemption is the story of modern Afghanistan and of the narrator’s equally guilt-ridden relationship with the war-torn city of his birth.
Also by Hosseini: A Thousand Splendid Suns

Hyde, Catherine Ryan

Love in the Present Tense

Leonard is left with a neighbour at the age of five, and his mother never returns. A story in which love transcends time, place and human weakness
Kesson, J

Another Time, Another Place

A love story set in a hamlet in the far north of Scotland. When Italian prisoners of war are billeted on a croft a young woman sees her chance to escape her mundane existence but is forced to realise that her dreams can never really materialise.  

Also by J Kesson – The White Bird Passes; Where the Apples Ripen

Lee, Harper

To Kill A Mocking Bird

Set in Deep South America during 1930’s this is the story of Scout and Gem Finch and their father, Atticus, a lawyer who defends a black man wrongly accused of raping a white girl.  A story of childhood, ignorance and prejudice, innocence and courage.
MacEwan, Ian

Atonement

This story starts in 1935 when 13 year old Briony witnesses a scene she is not quite old enough to understand, between her sister and a young man.  Her interpretation of this moment leads us into a world of secrets, lies and unbearable damage.

Also by MacEwan – Amsterdam; Atonement; Enduring Love; The Cement Garden

McCullers, Carson

The Heart is a Lonely Hunter

This is a story of about the need we all have for love and understanding and how without these our lives are lonely and inevitable, sad. The characters are beautifully portrayed and the story is set in the Deep South of America.

Also by Carson McCullers – The Member of the Wedding 

McIlvanney, William

The Kiln

Alone in a rented flat in Edinburgh, Tom Docherty recalls the summer of 1955. Then he was 17, with school behind him and a mundane job.  Now he recalls his intellectual and sexual awakening and the paths he took as an adult, trying to make sense of what he has become.

Also by McIlvanney – Laidlaw; Strange Loyalties; Walking Wounded.

MacLaverty, Bernard

Grace Notes

Catherine - a female composer - returns to Belfast after a long absence, to attend her father’s funeral. She realises exactly why she left, but she also remembers the more innocent times and realises she must come to terms with her past.

Also by MacLaverty – The Anatomy School

MacLaverty, Bernard

Grace Notes

Catherine - a female composer - returns to Belfast after a long absence, to attend her father’s funeral. She realises exactly why she left, but she also remembers the more innocent times and realises she must come to terms with her past.

Also by MacLaverty – The Anatomy School

Mitchell, J Leslie

Stained Radiance

This partly autobiographical first novel sketches the lives of ordinary people living through the Jazz Age and the troubled sexuality of the times.

Morrison, Toni

Paradise

Nearby the black township of Ruby, Oklahoma, a small group of unconventional women have moved in to ‘The Convent’.  Their stories, told in individual chapters bearing their names, are stories of exile, exodus and eventual homecoming.  For the men of Ruby, however, these women represent everything that is dangerous about the outside world and, as the sanctity of Ruby's traditions begin to crumble, nine men go on a deadly hunt.

Also by Toni Morrison - Beloved
Rhys, Jean

Wide Sargasso Sea

Antoinette Cosway is a Creole heiress living in Jamaica, who meets and marries a young Englishman, Mr Rochester. Taken from the vibrant, sensual Caribbean landscape to England, Antoinette finds herself the centre of disturbing rumours which gradually poison her husband's mind against her. 

Roy, Alundhati

The God Of Small Things

Set against a background of political turbulence in Kerala, this novel tells the story of twins Esthappen and Rahel.  Amongst the vats of banana jam and heaps of peppercorns in their grandmother's factory they try to craft a childhood for themselves amidst the vagaries of their family.

St Auban de Teran, Lisa

Keepers of the House

When Lydia arrives at the South American valley where her new husband’s family has ruled for decades, she decides to unearth her new family’s tragic history – romance and splendour, violence and suffering mingle with the present necessity for survival of the Beltran family dynasty.

Salinger, J D

The Catcher In The Rye

About to be thrown out of his fourth boarding school, 16 year old Holden Caulfield decides to spend a weekend in New York before going home to ‘face the music’.  Holden is trapped between childhood and maturity – desperate to grow up, but afraid of it too.  Holden is a character whom most of us will be able to identify.

Shields, Carol

The Stone Diaries
This is a fictionalised autobiography set in rural Canada in the first half of 20th century. It follows the rather unremarkable life story of a girl from birth through a middle-class marriage, motherhood and impending death. It is rich in detail and beautifully written, an excellent example of the writer’s craft.

Smith, Ali

The Accidental

The Smart family's holiday in Norwich is turned upside down when a stranger called Amber appears, bringing with her love, joy, pain and upheaval. The Smarts try to make sense of their bewildering emotions as Amber tramples over family boundaries and forces them to think about their world and themselves in an entirely new way.

Also by Ali Smith – Like.
Smith, Zadie

On Beauty

Set mainly in New England, "On Beauty" concerns a pair of feuding families and a clutch of doomed affairs.  It puts low morals among high ideals and asks some searching questions about what life does to love.
Swift, Graham

Waterland

Tom Crick, a history teacher in the Fenlands, is driven by a marital crisis and the provocation of one of his pupils, to forsake his teaching career. He relates the “warts and all” story of his family, who have lived in the Fens since the 18th century as a series of lectures to his final class.  A story of personal redemption.

Also by Graham Swift – Light of the Day

Tyler, Anne

Saint Maybe

Set in Baltimore in 1967 this is the story of a family living in a state of optimistic self-deception – that is, until the youngest, Ian pricks the proverbial bubble.  Riddled with guilt at the havoc his actions have had on the family, Ian seeks solace in the Church of the Second Chance.  But will it last?
Walker, Alice

The Colour Purple

The story of Celie, a black American woman growing up in the American South.  Raped by the man she believes is her father she twice falls pregnant and has to give her baby up for adoption each time.  And this is just the beginning of a long journey of suffering.  She is inspired by a blues singer, and comes to realise that she doesn’t have to put up with the harsh treatment meted out by men that she has become so used to.

Warner, Alan

Morven Callar

Morven’s lives in a small Scottish town and has a mundane job in a local supermarket. However all this changes when her boyfriend commits suicide and leaves her with enough money to head off to the Mediterranean rave scene on Ibiza - the heat and hedonism of which create a total contrast to the cold desperation of Scotland.

Science Fiction/Fantasy

Atwood, Margaret

The Handmaid’s Tale

A near future science fiction story, where the women have had their independence removed by being denied their access to money.  The handmaid of the title is a young woman whose job it is to have babies for another man’s infertile wife - much of the population being infertile due to nuclear disaster.

Also by Margaret Atwood – Alias Grace: Cat’s Eyes
Banks, Iain M

Excession

More than two millennia ago the appearance - and disappearance - of a star older than the universe caused quite a stir.  Now the mystery is back, and the key to solving it lies in the mind of the person who witnessed the first disturbance 2,500 years ago.  But she's dead, and getting her to cooperate may not be altogether easy.  Iain Banks in classic sci-fi mode.

Also by Iain M Banks – The Player of Games; The State of the Art.

Bradbury, Ray

The Martian Chronicles

This is the story of humanity’s repeated attempts to colonise Mars.  Not only a science fiction classic, but a tale of love and loss.

Also by Ray Bradbury – Fahrenheit 451.

Herbert, Frank

Dune
An elaborate story set 9000 years hence! An alien humankind is created with dashes of Islamic and Arabic cultures, a splash of Europeanism and a hefty dose of politics….oh and a group of religious women who are controlling the breeding program. If you liked Lord of the Rings you may also like Dune.
Huxley, Aldous

Brave New World

A future world where everything seems perfect, where there is no illness or poverty and everyone is happy……aren’t they?

Orwell, George

Nineteen Eighty-Four

Set in the future and being ruled by a totalitarian government, which demands absolute obedience – someone, somewhere is always watching you.  Winston Smith does his best to conform, but dreams of liberation, revolution and rebellion.  Will he survive imprisonment by the Thought Police?

Also by Orwell – Animal Farm, The Road to Wigan Pier, Homage to Catalonia.

Shelley, Mary

Frankenstein

This is the chilling tale of the scientist who creates a man-monster. The dire and terrifying consequences of giving it life are beyond his imagination, as the creature inflicts murder on the human race. 
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