Long List 

The Slaves of Solitude – Patrick Hamilton

This is set in a wartime boarding house in a small town on the Thames.  The Rosamund Tea Rooms is an oppressive place, as grey and lonely as its residents.  For Miss Roach, slave of her task master, solitude, a window of opportunity is suddenly presented by the appearance of a charismatic American Lieutenant.  His arrival brings change to the precarious society of the house and ultimately to Miss Roach herself.

Where My Heart Used to Beat – Sebastian Faulks

On a small island off the south coast of France Robert Hendricks – an English doctor who has seen the best and the worst the C20th had to offer – is forced to confront the events that made up his life.  His host is Alexander Pereria, a man who seems to know more about his guest than Hendricks himself.  The search for the past takes us through the war in Italy in 1944, a passionate love, the great days of idealistic work in the 60’s and finally back into the trenches of the Western Front.   

Exposure – Helen Dunmore

The Cold War is at its height and a spy may be a friend or neighbour, colleague or lover.  At the end of a suburban garden, in the pouring rain, a woman buries a briefcase deep in the earth.  She believes that she is protecting her family.  What she will learn is that no one is immune from betrayal or the consequences of exposure.
The Essex Serpent – Sarah Perry

London 1893.  When Cora Seaborne’s controlling husband dies, she steps into her new life as a widow with as much relief as sadness.  Along with her son Francis – a curious obsessive boy – she leaves town for Essex, in the hope that the fresh air and open space will provide refuge.  On arrival, rumours reach them that the mythical Essex Serpent, once said to roam the marshes claiming lives, has returned.  Cora is enthralled, convinced that what the locals think is a magical beast may be an undiscovered species.  As she investigates she meets the local vicar who is also suspicious of the rumours.  He and Cora strike up a relationship and find themselves drawn together and torn apart affecting each other in ways that surprise them both.

White Feathers – Susan Lanigan

Two lives in danger – her lover’s and her sister’s.  But she must choose only one.  In 1913, a young Irish immigrant Eva Downey is trapped in London, but is offered the chance to attend a finishing school where she finds love with her teacher, her intellectual equal.

Silence of the Girls – Pat Barker

When the Greek Queen Helen is kidnapped by Trojans, the Greeks sail in pursuit, besieging the city of Troy. Trapped in the Greek soldiers' camp is another captured queen, Briseis. Condemned to be bed-slave to Achilles, the man who butchered her family, she becomes a pawn in a menacing game between bored and frustrated warriors. In the centuries after this most famous war, history will write her off, a footnote in a bloody story scripted by vengeful men - but Briseis has a very different tale to tell.

The Only Story – Julian Barnes

First love has lifelong consequences, but Paul doesn’t know anything about that.  At 19 he’s proud of the fact his relationship flies in the face of social convention.  As he grows older the demands placed on him by love become far greater than he could possibly have foreseen.  Tender and wise, this is a deeply moving novel by one of fiction’s greatest mappers of the human heart.

Little Fires Everywhere – Celeste Ng

Everyone in Shaker Heights was talking about it that summer: how Isabelle, the last of the Richardson children, had finally gone around the bend and burned the house down.  In Shaker Heights everything is meticulously planned – from the layout of the winding roads to the successful lives of its residents will go on to lead.  And no-one embodies this spirit more than Elena Richardson who plays by the rules.

The Little Friend – Donna Tartt

12 year old Harriet is doing her best to grow up, which is not easy as her mother is permanently on medication, her father has silently moved to another city, and her serene sister rarely notices anything.  All of them are still suffering from the shocking and mysterious death of her brother Robin twelve years earlier.  Harriet sets out with her only friend Hely to find Robin’s murderer and punish him.  But what starts out as a child’s game soon becomes a dark and dangerous journey into the menacing world of a small Mississippi town. 

Glorious Heresies – Lisa McInerney

We all do stupid things when we’re kids.  Ryan’s grown up faster than most – being the oldest of 6 with a dead mum and an alcoholic dad will do that for you.  And nobody says he’s stupid, not even behind his back.  The truth is, you don’t know your own strength until you need it

Mr Loverman – Bernadine Evaristo

Barrington Jedidiah Walker is seventy-four and leads a double life. Born and bred in Antigua, he's lived in Hackney since the sixties. A flamboyant, wise-cracking local character with a dapper taste in retro suits and a fondness for quoting Shakespeare, Barrington is a husband, father and grandfather - but he is also secretly homosexual, and lover with his great childhood friend, Morris.  His deeply religious and disappointed wife, Carmel, thinks he sleeps with other women. When their marriage goes into meltdown, Barrington wants to divorce Carmel and live with Morris, but after a lifetime of fear and deception, will he manage to break away?

On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous – Ocean Vuong

This is a letter from a son to a mother who cannot read. Written when the speaker, Little Dog, is in his late twenties, the letter unearths a family's history that began before he was born. It tells of Vietnam, of the lasting impact of war, and of his family's struggle to forge a new future. And it serves as a doorway into parts of Little Dog's life his mother has never known - episodes of bewilderment, fear and passion - all the while moving closer to an unforgettable revelation.

The Dutch House – Ann Patchett

A story of two siblings, their childhood home, and a past that they can't let go.  Like swallows, we were the helpless captives of our migratory patterns. We pretended that what we had lost was the house, not our mother, not our father. We pretended that what we had lost had been taken from us by the person who still lived inside.  

Lud-in-the-Mist – Hope Mirrlees

Lud-in-the-Mist is a prosperous country town situated where two rivers meet: the Dawl and the Dapple.  The Dapple springs from the land of Faerie, and is a great trial to Lud, which rejects anything ‘other’, preferring to believe only in what is known, what is solid.  Nathaniel Chanticleer, a dreamy, melancholy man, is deliberately ignoring a vital part of his own past; a secret he refuses even to acknowledge.  But with the disappearance of his daughter, and a long-overdue desire to protect his son, he realises Lud is changing – and something must be done.

The Pursuit of Love – Nancy Mitford

Oh, the tedium of waiting to grow up! Longing for love, obsessed with weddings and sex, Linda and her sisters and cousin Fanny are on the lookout for the perfect lover. 
But finding Mr Right is much harder than any of the sisters had thought. Linda must suffer marriage first to a stuffy Tory MP and then to a handsome and humourless communist, before finding real love in war-torn Paris. 

Meet Me At The Museum – Anne Youngson

In Denmark, Professor Larsen, an urbane man of facts, has lost his wife and his hopes for the future. On an isolated English farm, Tina Hopgood is trapped in a life she doesn’t remember choosing. Both believe their love stories are over. Brought together by a shared fascination with the Tollund Man, they begin writing letters to one another. And from their vastly different worlds, they find they have more in common than they could have imagined. As they open up to one another about their lives, an unexpected friendship blooms. But then Tina’s letters stop coming, and Anders is thrown into despair.

Passing – Nella Larson

Clare Kendry has severed all ties to her past.  Elegant, fair-skinned and ambitious, she is married to a white man unaware of her African-American heritage.  When she renews her acquaintance with her childhood friend, who has not hidden her origins, both are forced to reassess their marriages, the lies they have told – and to confront the secret fears they have buried within themselves.

My Name is Lucy Barton – Elizabeth Strout

A mother comes to visit her daughter in hospital after having not seen her in many years.  Her visit forces Lucy to confront her past, uncovering memories of an impoverished childhood and her present, as the façade of her new life in New York begins to crumble, awakening her to the reality of her faltering marriage.
The Friend – Sigred Nunez

When a woman unexpectedly loses her life-long best friend and mentor, she finds herself burdened with the unwanted dog he has left behind.  Her own battle against grief is intensified b the mute suffering of the dog, a huge Great Dane and by the threat of eviction: dogs are prohibited in her apartment building.
Klara and The Sun – Kazuo Ishiguro

From her place in the store, Klara, an Artificial Friend with outstanding observational qualities, watches carefully the behaviour of those who come in to browse and of those who pass in the street outside.  She remains hopeful a customer will soon choose her, but when the possibility emerges that her circumstances may change for ever, Klara is warned not to invest too much in the promises of humans.

Where the Crawdad’s Sing – Delia Owens

The story follows two timelines that slowly intertwine.  One describes the life and adventures of a youg girl growing up isolated.  The second follows an investigation into an apparent murder of a local celebrity.

Neverwhere – Neil Gaiman

Under the streets of London lies a world most people could never dream of. When Richard Mayhew stops to help a girl he finding bleeding his unremarkable life changes in an instant.  This act of kindness leads him to a place filled with murderers and angels, pale girls, a beast in a labyrinth and an Earl who hold court in a tube train.

Spinning Silver – Naomi Novik

Miryem is the daughter and granddaughter of moneylenders, but her father’s too kind hearted to collect the debts.  So, facing poverty, Miryem takes up his work in the village.  It is believed that she can turn silver into gold, which attracts the fairy king of winter.  He sets her an impossible challenge and if she fails she will die.  But if she succeeds it may mean a fate worse than death.

The Friend – Sigrid Nunez
A moving story of love, friendship, grief, healing and the magical bond between a woman and her dog.  When a woman unexpectedly loses her lifelong best friend and mentor, she finds herself burdened with the unwanted dog he has left behind.

5 People You Meet In Heaven – Mitch Albon

This book addresses the meaning of life, and life after death.  The novel’s protagonist is an elderly amusement park maintenance worker who, while operating a ride, dies trying to save a girl’s life.  In heaven he meets five people who were unexpectedly instrumental in his life.  There are flashbacks from his troubled childhood; his time in the army in the Phillipines jungle; and with his first and only love.

Reunion – Fred Uhlman

In 1932 in Stuttgart two boys meet in a classroom: middle-class Hans and aristrocratic new boy Konradin and they become best friends.  They have shared interests, long conversations, hikes and growing up together.  But they live in a changing Germany.  It is the story of the fragility and strength of the bonds between friends.

For One More Day – Mitch Albon
Charley, after a divorce, is forced to choose between his mother and father.  He secretly visits his father and while there his mother dies.  He regrets this action his whole life and eventually it unravels his own young family.  One night he decides to take his life and between this world and the next he meets his mother again and gets to spend one last day with her.  By the end of the day he discovers how little he knew about his mother.

A Gentleman in Moscow – Amor Towles
On June 21 1922, Count Alexander Rostov – recipient of the Order of Saint Andrew, member of the Jockey Club, Master of the Hunt – is escorted out of the Kremlin, across Red Square and through the elegant revolving doors of the Hotel Metropol.  Deemed an unrepentant aristocrat by a Bolshevik tribunal, the Count has been sentenced to house arrest indefinitely.  But instead of his usual suite he must now live in an attic room while Russia undergoes decades of tumultuous upheaval.  Can a life without luxury be the richest of all?

The People of the Book – Geraldine Brooks

When Hannah Heath gets a call in the middle of the night in her Sydney home about a precious medieval manuscript recovered from the smouldering ruins of war torn Sarajevo, she knows she is on the brink of the experience of a lifetime.  She must make her way to start working on a Jewish prayer book – to discover its secrets and piece together the story of its miraculous survival.  But the trip will also set in motion a series of events that threaten to rock Hannah’s orderly life, including her encounter with Ozren Karamen, the young librarian who risked his life to save the book.

History of Bees – Maja Lunde
This dazzling and ambitious debut follows three generations of beekeepers from the past, present and future weaving a spellbinding story of their relationship to the bees and to their children and one another against the backdrop of an urgent, global crisis.

Classic Books:

Hard Times – Charles Dickens

The Northern mill town of Coketown is dominated by Mr Gradgrind, headmaster and model of Utilitarian success.  Feeding both his pupils and family with facts, he bans fancy and wonder.  His daughter complies but his son rebels and becomes embroiled in gambling and robbery.  As the story unfolds Gradgrind is forced to recognise the value of the human heart in an age of materialism and machinery. 

Moby Dick – Herman Melville
It is the final voyage of the Pequod, a whaling vessel, but the ship’s captain, Ahab, is focussed on only one whale: the one who caused the loss of his leg.  He informs that he intends to hunt and kill the beastly Moby Dick, no matter the cost.

Mrs Dalloway – Virginia Woolf
The novel details a day in the life of Clarissa Dalloway, a fictional upper class woman in post-First World War England.  She is preparing for a party.  The story travels forwards and backwards in time.  It addresses the nature of time in personal experience through multiple interwoven stories.

Of Mice and Men – John Steinbeck
This tells the experience of two migrant workers, George and Lennie who are travelling around California during the Great Depression looking for work.  The boss’s son at the farm where they find work targets Lennie who has learning difficulties, creating problems for them both, resulting in a disaster.  

