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The Time Traveler’s Wife  - Audrey Niffenegger

Audrey Niffenegger's innovative debut, The Time Traveler's Wife, is the story of Clare, a beautiful art student, and Henry, an adventuresome librarian, who have known each other since Clare was six and Henry was thirty-six, and were married when Clare was twenty-three and Henry thirty-one. Impossible but true, because Henry finds himself periodically displaced in time, pulled to moments of emotional gravity from his life, past and future. His disappearances are spontaneous, his experiences unpredictable, alternately harrowing and amusing. 

The Time Traveler's Wife depicts the effects of time travel on Henry and Clare's marriage and their passionate love for each other, as the story unfolds from both points of view. Clare and Henry attempt to live normal lives, pursuing familiar goals - steady jobs, good friends, children of their own. All of this is threatened by something they can neither prevent nor control, making their story intensely moving and entirely unforgettable.
Themes:
Love  /  Loss  /  Free Will  /  Determinism

Brown Girl in the Ring – Nalo Hopkinson
When Ti-Jeanne got pregnant, she walked out on her charming, buff-addicted boyfriend Tony, and went back to live with her grandmother. Mami Gros-Jeanne is the local expert in herbs, healing and magic -- old lore from Jamaica that Ti-Jeanne has never wanted anything to do with. But soon she has no choice. Powerful visions are invading her mind, and then she is drawn into helping Tony escape the local druglord. To survive, Ti-Jeanne must learn to use the powers of obeah, even though she is terrified of going insane like her mother before her. 

Brown Girl in the Ring is set in near future Toronto after government and business (following an improbable series of events) abandon the inner city to poverty and crime. Hopkinson's rich portrayal of the Jamaican-Canadian community, her terrific characterization (even of Ti-Jeanne's baby), and the tension-building plot are highlights of this “Canada Reads” official selection. 

Themes:
Alienation   /   Magic  /  Female Relationships (mothers & daughters) / Betrayal  / Revenge  / tradition

A Thousand Splendid Suns – Khaled Hosseini

Propelled by the same superb instinct for storytelling that made The Kite Runner a beloved classic, A Thousand Splendid Suns is at once an incredible chronicle of thirty years of Afghan history and a deeply moving story of family, friendship, faith, and the salvation to be found in love. 

Born a generation apart and with very different ideas about love and family, Mariam and Laila are two women brought jarringly together by war, by loss and by fate. As they endure the ever escalating dangers around them-in their home as well as in the streets of Kabul-they come to form a bond that makes them both sisters and mother-daughter to each other, and that will ultimately alter the course not just of their own lives but of the next generation. With heart-wrenching power and suspense, Hosseini shows how a woman's love for her family can move her to shocking and heroic acts of self-sacrifice, and that in the end it is love, or even the memory of love, that is often the key to survival. 

A stunning accomplishment, A Thousand Splendid Suns is a haunting, heartbreaking, compelling story of an unforgiving time, an unlikely friendship, and an indestructible love. 

Themes:
Oppression & Hope  /  Shame  /  Pregnancy and Children  /  Marriage vs. True Love  /  Female Bonds  /  Education of Women

The Road – Cormac McCarthy

A searing, postapocalyptic novel destined to become Cormac McCarthy's masterpiece. 

A father and his son walk alone through burned America. Nothing moves in the ravaged landscape save the ash on the wind. It is cold enough to crack stones, and when the snow falls it is gray. The sky is dark. Their destination is the coast, although they don't know what, if anything, awaits them there. They have nothing; just a pistol to defend themselves against the lawless bands that stalk the road, the clothes they are wearing, a cart of scavenged food-and each other. 

The Road is the profoundly moving story of a journey. It boldly imagines a future in which no hope remains, but in which the father and his son, "each the other's world entire," are sustained by love. Awesome in the totality of its vision, it is an unflinching meditation on the worst and the best that we are capable of: ultimate destructiveness, desperate tenacity, and the tenderness that keeps two people alive in the face of total devastation. 

Themes:
Destruction  /  Survival  /  Isolation  /  Death  /  Honesty & Deception
The Yiddish Policeman’s Union  - Michael Chabon
For sixty years, Jewish refugees and their descendants have prospered in the Federal District of Sitka, a "temporary" safe haven created in the wake of revelations of the Holocaust and the shocking 1948 collapse of the fledgling state of Israel. Proud, grateful, and longing to be American, the Jews of the Sitka District have created their own little world in the Alaskan panhandle, a vibrant, gritty, soulful, and complex frontier city that moves to the music of Yiddish. For sixty years they have been left alone, neglected and half-forgotten in a backwater of history. Now the District is set to revert to Alaskan control, and their dream is coming to an end: once again the tides of history threaten to sweep them up and carry them off into the unknown. 

At once a gripping whodunit, a love story, an homage to 1940s noir, and an exploration of the mysteries of exile and redemption, The Yiddish Policemen's Union is a novel only Michael Chabon could have written. 
Themes:
Faith  / Obsession / Hope  / Good vs. Evil  /  Salvation  /  Redemption / Loyalty / Loss
The Corrections – Jonathan Franzen
After almost fifty years as a wife and mother, Enid Lambert is ready to have some fun. Unfortunately, her husband, Alfred, is losing his sanity to Parkinson's disease, and their children have long since flown the family nest to the catastrophes of their own lives. The oldest, Gary, a once-stable portfolio manager and family man, is trying to convince his wife and himself, despite clear signs to the contrary, that he is not clinically depressed. 
The middle child, Chip, has lost his seemingly secure academic job and is failing spectacularly at his new line of work. And Denise, the youngest, has escaped a disastrous marriage only to pour her youth and beauty down the drain of an affair with a married man-or so her mother fears. Desperate for some pleasure to look forward to, Enid has set her heart on an elusive goal: bringing her family together for one last Christmas at home.
Themes:
Family Relationships / Illness / Hope  / Good vs. Evil  /  Guilt  / Truth /  
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Othello

The celebrated general Othello has secretly married Desdemona, the daughter of a Venetian senator. But when he is accused of stealing her, Othello explains himself and is given a new commission by the Senate, to lead the Venetian forces in a battle for Cyprus, against the Turks. Othello lands victorious in Cyprus, where he is joined by Desdemona. Their peace is shattered by Iago, a soldier, who manipulates Othello into believing that his wife is unfaithful and in love with Cassio - Othello's trusted lieutenant. Possessed by jealousy, Othello murders his wife.

Themes:
Appearance vs. Reality  / Race  / Pride / Magic  / Honesty  / Order vs. Chaos  / Self-Knowledge  / Misrepresentation  / Good vs. Evil 
King Lear


The old king Lear sets out to divide his kingdom between his three daughters, according to their love for him. Goneril and Regan profess great love for their father, but Lear's youngest and favourite daughter, Cordelia, says nothing. Enraged, Lear banishes Cordelia and gives away her portion of the kingdom to her sisters. But with nothing left to gain from their father, Goneril and Regan no longer wish to care for him and turn him out to the cold. Meanwhile Edmund, the illegitimate son of the Earl of Gloucester, contrives an estrangement between his father and his half-brother Edgar and declares his love and allegiance to both Goneril and Regan. Cordelia raises an army in France to fight her sisters' powers, while Edgar, disguised, acts as shepherd to his broken Father. Both Lear and Gloucester realise too late that they have put their trust and themselves in the wrong care.
Themes:
Parents & Children  /  Madness & Insanity  /  Truth  /  Guilt

Julius Caesar
The action begins with the celebration of the Roman fertility festival of Lupercal, during which Mark Antony offers a crown to Julius Caesar. Although Caesar rejects the crown, fear that too much power has already been concentrated in one man leads several prominent members of Republican Rome to plot Caesar's assassination. Cassius persuades the respected Brutus to join the conspiracy. Disregarding the prophetic dream of his wife Calpurnia, Caesar goes to the Capitol on the Ides of March (March 15) and is killed by the conspirators. 

In their speeches to the people of Rome, Brutus and Antony present contrasting views of the conspirators' motives. The people turn against the conspirators, who are forced to flee Rome. Antony joins forces with Caesar's nephew Octavius and leads an army against the forces of Brutus and Cassius. The battle goes against the conspirators. Cassius commits suicide. Brutus, sensing defeat and haunted by Caesar's ghost, also kills himself.

Themes:
Faith vs. Free Will / Public vs. Private Self / Betrayal / Misrepresentations / Power / Friendship  
The Merchant of Venice
In Belmont: Portia, a wealthy heiress, has been left three caskets in her father's will - one of gold, one of silver, and one of lead. Inside one casket is her portrait, and Portia is obliged to marry the man who chooses correctly. Suitors come from the four corners of the world to win her hand. 

In Venice: Bassanio, a young man about town, is determined to woo Portia for himself. In order to finance his expedition, he needs three thousand ducats - a huge amount of money. He asks Antonio, a rich merchant who loves him, to lend him the money.

Antonio, however, is temporarily short of funds because his fortune is tied up in merchandise at sea and he is forced to borrow the ducats from Shylock, a wealthy Jewish moneylender. Antonio and Shylock dislike each other: Antonio because he despises the practice of usury and also because Shylock is a Jew, and Shylock because Antonio lends out money without charge, which Shylock feels damages his own business. However, on this occasion, Shylock agrees to lend the money without interest, but he proposes a strange forfeit - a pound of Antonio's flesh - if he defaults on the loan.

Themes:
Self Interest vs. Love / Divine Quality of Mercy / Hatred and Prejudice / Loyalty / 
Twelfth Night
Viola and her twin brother Sebastian have been shipwrecked off the coast of Illyria and each believes the other to be drowned. Viola disguises herself as a boy and, under the name of Cesario, enters the service of Duke Orsino. The Duke sends Cesario to woo the lady Olivia on his behalf but Olivia falls in love with the attractive 'boy'. Sebastian is saved by the sea captain Antonio and arrives in Illyria. 

Malvolio, Olivia's steward, disapproves of the other members of her household - her uncle Sir Toby Belch, his friend Sir Andrew Aguecheek and the jester Feste. Together with Maria, Olivia's waiting-woman, these three plot Malvolio's downfall.

Olivia meets Sebastian and, mistaking him for Cesario, arranges for them to be secretly married. Other people are also confused by meeting 'Cesario' unexpectedly. Orsino is furious at the apparent falseness of his page, but with the meeting of the twins, true identities are revealed and Orsino recognises his love for Viola. 

Themes:
Love and Suffering  / Gender Identity / Illusion vs. Reality / Madness / Kindness / Loyalty 
The Tempest
Twelve years ago Prospero was Duke of Milan. Being of a bookish disposition, he withdrew more and more into his studies, leaving the management of his state to his brother Antonio. Eventually, with the help of Alonso, King of Naples, and the King's brother Sebastian - inveterate enemies of Prospero - Antonio usurped the dukedom for himself. Prospero and his baby daughter Miranda were put to sea in a rotten boat and eventually landed on a distant island once ruled by the witch Sycorax but now inhabited only by her son, Caliban, and Ariel, a spirit. 

Since then Prospero has ruled the island and its two inhabitants by the use of magic arts derived from his studies. His daughter Miranda has grown up seeing no other human being. Prospero divines that fortune has brought his enemies close to the island and he sees an opportunity to work his revenge. He uses his powers to raise a storm which shipwrecks them. When Miranda questions this, he tells her the story of their arrival on the island and assures her that no real harm will come to the survivors.
The shipwrecked travellers are separated. At Prospero's bidding, the invisible Ariel directs their wanderings. He leads Ferdinand, the King's son, to Prospero's cell, where he and Miranda fall instantly in love. Prospero sets heavy tasks to test Ferdinand. Later, satisfied that Ferdinand has met all his challenges, Prospero presents the young couple with a betrothal masque celebrating chastity and the blessings of marriage.
Themes:
Illusion of Justice / Men vs. “Monsters” / Power / Revenge / Love / Greed /
