
It’s the last Shared Reading session of the 
year and from the angle of light to the bitter 
wind, that end of year feeling is palpable. We 
hold the sessions in the Portakabin in the 
yard and it’s freezing cold when I go in to set 
up, turning the heaters on first. Soon enough 
the group members appear in the doorway, 
coffee cups ready in their hands. 

The warming up of this small room is often 
paralleled with us warming into the story, 
powered by coffee and biscuits, or this week, 
by mince pies – it is the season after all. 

I say warming into the story, because that’s 
how I visualise our weekly navigation of the 
stories and poems we read; a way in, a de-
frosting of sorts. We all come to the literature 
cold strangers; visitors, guests, or travellers, 
if you like, sometimes reluctant or resistant 
ones too. But the beauty is that visitors and 
travellers, even when they come seemingly 
empty-handed, are never empty-minded or 
empty-hearted, they come with their own sto-
ries, and that is precisely what shapes that 
reading. 

We usually read a short story followed by a 
poem, but we have a small group today and 
we are going deep into a story slightly longer 
than the ones we usually read instead, and 
one that is quite seasonal too. What’s more, 
we have a new accompanying officer joining 
us – it is always exciting to engage a newcom-
er to the group, wondering what they will 
make of it. 

We are reading ‘Obadiah Oak, Mrs Griffiths 
and the Carol Singers’ from Louis de 
Bernières’ Notwithstanding. Sessions are all 
self-contained, one can join in every week or 
just once, but it becomes apparent that we 
end up building some sort of trail through the 
texts we read regardless. The story begins in 
an English village, and it is hard not to think 
of the previous week’s story – ‘Tea with the 
Birds’ by Joanne Harris, which starts with the 
lines “The funny thing about Mortimer Street 
is that no-one really seems to know anybody 
else. It's one of those places; busy without be-
ing comfortable; crowded without being 
friendly.” Now, here we are in a small, seem-
ingly idyllic village, though clearly not much 
friendlier. After that little nod to last week, 
we jump in and there is early sympathy for 
the first of the titular characters, Obadiah/
Jack. As with the shop ladies in the story, no 
one is too keen on his habits of hygiene, but 
his integrity warms us to him. “He seems to 
me like a man who does what needs doing,” 
someone says. “Sometimes others judge what 
we do, even though it is actually the compas-
sionate thing to do.”

The officer highlights the lines “… Jack is not 
offended; he has a sense of his place in the 
world, and a sensible man expects snooty 
people to be snooty.” – I am pleased to see 
she is immersed in the reading. We are 
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Naming names
‘What’s in a name?’ might be one of the most 
famous quotes in the English language. 

Sometimes the answer is ‘very little’ - heroes 
and villains could have any name and still be 
great characters. 

Sometimes, however, a well-chosen name can 
deliver some of the greatest and most memo-
rable stories we have.

Good drama never gets old
Classic but by no means dull, these are tales 
of love, war, murder, revenge and some very 
questionable first wives.

As Jane Eyre (Charlotte Brontë), Anna Karenina 
(Leo Tolstoy) and Rebecca (Daphne du Mau-
rier) manage complicated relationships, Emma 
(Jane Austen) works to smooth the path of 
love for those around her.

Madame Bovary (Gustave Flaubert), Moll 
Flanders (Daniel Defoe), Tess of the d’Urber-
villes (Thomas Hardy), David Copperfield 
(Charles Dickens) and Nicholas Nickleby 
(Charles Dickens) all battle to make their way 
in the world in the face of very difficult circum-
stances.

The party planning concerns in Virginia 
Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway are a little more glamor-
ous while The Picture of Dorian Gray (Oscar 
Wilde) shows the dark side of a debauched life.

Making it work
The settings might be more modern but the 
challenges of social pressures, difficult men 
and impossible life choices remain the same.

Sophie’s Choice (William Styron) and Hamnet 
(Maggie O’Farrell) study the intense distress 
of losing a child. Eleanor Oliphant Is Completely 
Fine (Gail Honeyman) uses dark humour to 
look at loneliness and manage past trauma.

On a much lighter note, Bridget Jones’s Diary 
(Helen Fielding) and Queenie (Candice Carty-
Williams) offer hilarious social commentary 
alongside dating dramas. 

The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo (Taylor 
Jenkins Reid) also depicts a protagonist look-
ing for a soulmate in different places, but ele-
vates issues of dating into those of multiple 
marriages.

Unconventional connections
Young love helps to bring freedom to the main 
characters in Eleanor & Park (Rainbow Rowell) 
and Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of 
the Universe (Benjamin Alire Sáenz).

Music and film-making bond the characters in 
Nick & Norah’s Infinite Playlist (Rachel Cohn & 
David Levithan), Daisy Jones & The Six (Taylor 
Jenkins Reid) and Me and Earl and the Dying 
Girl (Jesse Andrews).

Older men take risks and form new bonds in 
A Man Called Ove (Fredrik Backman) and The 
Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry (Rachel 
Joyce), while The Rosie Project (Graeme 
Simsion) details an unusual love story. 

Boys just want to have fun (and food)
Stories of children dealing with adult pro-
blems, and having some big adventures as 
they do it, appeal to readers of all ages. 

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (Mark Twain) 
depict serious mischief in the American South. 
Huckleberry Finn’s story was more recently 
reimagined by Percival Everett in his book 
James.

The protagonists in Oliver Twist (Charles 
Dickens), Kim (Rudyard Kipling), Charlie and 
the Chocolate Factory (Roald Dahl) and James 
and the Giant Peach (Roald Dahl) fight off hun-
ger with their quick wits, good luck, and some 
oversized fruit.

Murder, mystery and magic
Frankenstein (Mary Shelley) and Dracula 
(Bram Stoker) are names that immediately 
conjure up images from nightmares and hun-
dreds of adaptations.

Toni Morrison’s Sula and Beloved are more 
modern but still quite creepy. 

Carrie (Stephen King), Circe (Madeline Miller), 
Coraline (Neil Gaiman) and Matilda (Roald 
Dahl) remind readers never to underestimate 
wronged women and girls.

On the lighter side of things, the Percy Jackson 
(Rick Riordan) and Harry Potter (J.K. Rowling) 
series both bring thrills with less associated 
horror.

intrigued by the word ‘snooty’. It’s a new one 
for some of us so we delve in. One of us goes, 
“Oh no, I think I am like that sometimes!”

These honest realisations are precious. There 
is something in seeing snapshots of ourselves 
in the characters we encounter, or having a 
chance to look at ourselves through the words 
we read. They often lead us to explore the 
thin lines or the tricky boundaries between 
things, of control and letting go, of holding 
ourselves accountable and being too hard on 
ourselves. 

The character of Mrs Griffiths provides us 
with yet more to explore. We feel her loneli-
ness, but acknowledge the walls around her 
are partly self-built through that “snooti-
ness” too. (Or are they? Or, to what extent? – 
Questions are plenty) We see her crying for 
the first time since she was a child and how 
those tears almost transform her in a subtle, 
gentle way. It’s like she breathes for the first 
time, after holding it in for so long. I guess I 
hope that’s what these sessions are too, micro 
breathing spaces. Coffee is drunk, biscuits 
are eaten, we read, we hear our own voice, 
and each others’. We listen, we stop, we take 
it slow, and we definitely do share a laugh. 

We want to move beyond the timeframe of 
this story and be there next year, next 
Christmas, to see if Obadiah and Mrs Griffiths 
can be more friendly this time, to keep ajar 
that door of connection that’s just been 
opened. Again a nod to last week and the 
poem The Door by Miroslav Holub, which 
ends with the lines:

Go and open the door.
Even if there’s only
the darkness ticking,
even if there’s only
the hollow wind,
even if
nothing
is there,
go and open the door.

“I really believe there is something magical 
about Christmas,” says one group member. 
“Alright, it is about buying stuff and so on too 
but there is still something there.”

It is only two days after the longest night, we 
have turned the year, we talk about what peo-
ple say about the solstice: The triumph of 
light over dark.

As the session ends with well wishes for the 
end of year and what comes next, and I make 
my way out, I think about the seven months 
I’ve been leading this group. I look forward to 
January, and to more stories, more poems to 
read, after which we’ll announce, “I don’t get 
it!” then lose and find ourselves in, and of 
course, more coffee and more biscuits. 

	 Sometimes others judge 
what we do, even though it is 
actually the compassionate 
thing to do.


