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The Bee Sting 
by Paul Murray

This is a proper page-turn-
er, equally funny and trag-
ic. PJ is thirteen and full of 
YouTube facts and existen-
tial angst; his sister Cas is 
in her last school year, des-
perate to be clever and pret-
ty and far away in Dublin. 

Their dad Dickie Barnes is kind, but he’s run 
the family car business into the ground, and 
is trying - and failing - to keep this on the 
down-low. Their mum Imelda is a force of na-
ture, exasperated by her husband, mystified 
by her children, she’s keeping the household 
afloat by selling off her shoes and bags, 
hush-hush, on eBay.  But in their small Irish 
town, everyone knows everyone, and secrets 
run deep through the generations.  In the 
boom years, folk bought cars, built houses, 
but now the wheels are falling off the econo-
my and off everyone’s lives. And underlying 
everything is the mad story behind the bee 
sting in the title… 

80 at 80 
by Paul Durcan

Why I Am Not A Bus 
Driver by Ashley 
Hickson-Lovence

Two books for lovers of po-
etry, or even for those who 
don’t think they are.  

Durcan is another Paul - and another 
Irishman –  and has a beautiful straight way 
with words.  ‘He can break your heart in a 

supermarket or a car park…
sheer mad genius.’  So says 
bestseller Alice Sebold, 
and I agree.  Hickson-
Lovence grew up in 
Hackney in the 80s and 
90s, and his debut collec-
tion honours the communi-
ty there, its music and resil-
ience and humour.  The 

poems are also a beautiful testament to fami-
ly, especially his Jamaican grandfather. Both 
books are magic, but in case you’re still wor-
ried poetry might be too fancy pants for you, 
some of Durcan’s titles might convince:  
‘Cardinal Dies of A Heart Attack In A Dublin 
Brothel’; ‘High Speed Car Wash’; ‘The Death 
By Heroin Of Sid Vicious’. 

The Voyageur 
by Paul Carlucci

The last Paul on my list is 
Canadian.  His brilliant 
first novel is set on the 
western frontier of the 
1830s; inspired by true 
events, it’s a marvellously 
dark yarn.  Alex is aban-
doned in boyhood: an in-

nocent soul, thrown upon the rough mercies 
of the frontier folk.  Again and again, he 
trusts in the untrustworthy, and again and 
again, he somehow finds himself saved too - 
from drowning, from knife blades, and even 
from a bullet that tears a hole in his side.  The 
doctor who treats him seems like another 
saviour at first, and perhaps a real one this 
time?  But Alex’s wound heals strangely, 
leaving the bullet hole open.  The doctor sees 
opportunity in this medical oddity…will Alex 
see through the doctor’s motives?

Bad Blood by Lorna Sage 

My last recommendation is 
a memoir, and a really hon-
est and raw one.  Sage grew 
up mostly with her vicar 
grandfather in a rural 
backwater in the Welsh 
Marches.  But her grand-
dad was far from saintly, 
and she was far from being 

a conventional vicarage girl.  This gripping 
book describes her half-feral post-war child-
hood, and the young love she finds with Vic 
in the 1960s, a fellow clever working class kid 
at her local grammar school.  Lorna and Vic 
are soul mates and rebels, both determined 
to beat the odds and make it to university – 
but then Lorna falls pregnant at 17.  How they 
deal with this is typically unconventional, 
and inspiring too: a story that shows how, 
sometimes, you just have to carve your own 
way in life.

‘It’s something to get your 
teeth into!’ We’re not quite 
halfway through Lord of the 
Flies and I’m wondering how 
the young men in the YOI are 
enjoying reading a whole 
novel together. This is our 
fifth week in, tackling a 
chapter or so at a time. 
Previously we have mostly 
read short stories in our 
Shared Reading group and I 
was unsure whether it might 
feel frustrating reading a 
novel slowly, in such detail. 
It seems not, with group 
member *Paul elaborating, 
‘There is less time pressure 
so we can fully explore the 
ideas.’  Although, to the con-
sternation of fellow reader 
Andy, he adds that he would 
also like more poetry!

This is only the second novel 
we’ve read on the wing over 
my four years of coming 
here, but Michael is in agree-
ment. He’s a veteran now of 
the longer text, having been 
immersed previously in the 
harrowing World War I novel 
All Quiet on the Western 
Front for around three 
months. ‘I like being able to 
remember what’s happening 
from week to week’ he ex-
plains and he does have a 
fantastic memory for detail 
which means I’ve often 
asked him for a recap before 
the session.

Soon, we’re fully absorbed 
again within the stifling at-
mosphere of the story. 
William Golding’s tale of a 
group of schoolboys strand-
ed on a desert island has giv-
en us plenty to discuss, par-
ticularly the power struggles 
between two of the older 
lads. While the forever prac-
tical Ralph organises shel-
ters and a system to keep the 
mountain-top signal fire 
burning, the impulsive Jack 
is off tracking wild boar with 
his band of hunters. Group 
member Paul kicks us off:  
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The ReaderThe Reader

The Reader is a charity that 
uses the power of literature 
and reading aloud to 
transform lives across the UK. 

Our volunteers and staff 
bring people together to read 
great stories and poems 
- creating powerful moments 
of connection. We call this 
Shared Reading.   

In a world that feels increas-
ingly divided, and with 
increased pressures on our 
mental health, Shared 
Reading offers us time and 
space to share what matters 
to us.   
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This month the column comes from Rachel Seiffert, a Fellow of the 
Royal Society of Literature, who shares some favourite books with 
Inside Time readers

Finding a Good Read
A column to help you find intriguing books

Prison Reading Groups (PRG) was created in 
1999 to set up, support and fund informal 
reading groups in prisons. We have set up 
more than 110 groups in over 80 prisons 
nationwide. PRG is part of Give a Book.

‘They are in a political tug of 
war and whoever grabs the 
group’s attention in that mo-
ment is followed.’

We’re unsure why the boys 
have ended up on the island, 
though there are hints of 
some ongoing catastrophe, 
maybe even nuclear war, 
raging in the outside world. 
This sudden change in their 
lives, though shocking, has 
some familiarity for us, with 
Paul observing, ‘They’ve 
been taken out of the ordi-
nary, forced to live by a new 
set of rules. It’s like their own 
prison experience.’ 

In this particular chapter, 
some of the boys are picking 
on the ‘littluns’, not quite 
daring to harm them, but 
coming close. As Jim sug-
gests, ‘They are testing 
boundaries. But if they did 
actually hurt the little kids, 
how would the older kids 
deal with them?’ Although 
the castaways have voted the 
self-assured Ralph, with his 
raft of rules, as their leader, 
no one has yet brought up 
the subject of sanctions or 
punishment. Jim goes on: 
‘Even if the rest of civilisa-
tion hasn’t been destroyed, 
the boys are still on the is-
land and might not be res-
cued. They are holding two 
ideas in their mind at once – 
a sort of Schrödinger’s cat 
situation.’ Andy agrees, sym-
pathetic to their confusion 
but chides us, ‘We have to 

remember they are just kids.’ 

We reach what seems to be a 
pivotal moment when Jack, 
preparing for the hunt, daubs 
his face with red and white 
clay slashed by a jagged gash 
of charcoal. Gazing at his 
own reflection he sees ‘an 
awesome stranger.’ 

‘The mask was a thing on its 
own behind which Jack hid, 
liberated from shame and 
self-consciousness.’

Again Andy notices parallels 
with our own lives. ‘We’re all 
hiding behind a mask, play-
ing a character, all the time 
in real life, especially here in 
prison.’  Jim agrees. ‘It’s like 
Peter Parker changing to 
Spider-Man – an alter ego. 
It’s distancing.’ This brings 
to my mind a powerful poem 
by American writer Paul 
Laurence Dunbar and I make 
a note to bring We Wear the 
Mask to our next session.

In all the excitement of the 
hunt, Jack’s gang have let the 
signal fire go out just as a 
ship passes on the horizon, 
We wonder about the wis-
dom of only building one fire 
so far up the mountain and 
Jim quips: ‘That wouldn’t 
have happened with a group 
like ours, full of neurodi-
verse people who think out-
side the box!’

All too soon, it’s time to fin-
ish for the day, but I’m reas-
sured that there’s enough 
drama in the book to keep us 
coming back for a few weeks 
yet. In fact, as Paul says, it 
would be nice to have a four-
day run at it. Sadly we can’t 
do that, but at least I’ll have a 
poem for him next week. 

* Names have been 
changed.

Turning
Pages
Prisoners 
who can read 
teach prisoners 
who can’t 

	 The mask was 
a thing on its own 
behind which Jack 
hid, liberated from 
shame and self- 
consciousness.


