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The ReaderThe Reader

Tracy Chevalier is the author of 11 novels, 
including A Single Thread, The Glassmaker 
and Girl with a Pearl Earring, an international 
bestseller that has sold five million copies, 
been translated into 43 languages, and been 
made into a film, a play and an opera. Her 
12th novel, My Name Is Agnes, is about an 
unsolved murder in 19th-century 
Northumberland, and will be published in 
2027. Tracy works with various charities, 
including Freedom From Torture, First Story 
and Fine Cell Work, which teaches prisoners 
how to embroider and quilt, with the idea 
that sewing can be psychologically and 
financially rewarding. 

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 increasingly divided, and 
with increased pressures on our mental 
health, Shared Reading offers us time and 
space to share what matters to us. 

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

Maurice and Maralyn 
by Sophie Elmhirst
Have you ever wondered 
what it would be like to 
be stranded at sea in a 
lifeboat for 118 days, 
with no food, no water 
and only your partner 
for company? How 
would you cope? This 
book will tell you, be-
cause it really hap-

pened. In 1973 a couple built a boat and set 
sail from the UK to New Zealand. In a freak 
accident with a whale, their boat was wrecked 
off the coast of Central America. Incredibly, 
they – and their relationship – survived. 
(Hint: sea turtles, rainwater, perseverance 
and hope.) It’s a riveting read.

The Diary of a Nobody 
by George and Weedon 
Grossmith
Although this novel was 
written over 100 years 
ago, readers today still 
find it very funny. It fol-
lows the everyday life of 
the ordinary Mr Pooter, 
a clerk who lives off the 
Holloway Road in Lon-
don with his family. 

Pooter is wonderfully unself-aware, always 
saying or doing the wrong thing, never read-
ing the room. His relationship with his son 
Lupin is particularly hilarious, with Lupin 
usually besting his dad. As one critic de-
scribed the Pooters, they are “warm, living, 
breathing, futile, half-baked, incredibly alive 
and endearing boneheads.”

The Rosie Project 
by Graeme Simsion
These days a lot of peo-
ple label themselves 
and others as being ‘on 
the spectrum’. Don Till-
man is one of the most 
endearing ‘spectrum’ 
characters you will 
meet. A genetics profes-
sor, he lives a very order-
ly life, but he can’t find 

the right woman to love. So he creates a ques-
tionnaire to help him find a suitable partner, 
leading to some very cringe first dates. Even-

tually he meets Rosie, his polar opposite to 
whom he is inevitably attracted to. Can two 
such different people fall for each other? You 
will be utterly charmed and amused by Don 
and Rosie and their rocky path to love.

Northern Lights 
by Philip Pullman
Fierce, spirited young 
Lyra Belacqua lives in a 
parallel universe to 
ours, in which the 
Church has begun to 
control people’s lives. 
When Lyra’s best friend 
is kidnapped, she goes 
all the way to the Arctic 
to rescue him, on the 

way joining forces with those battling the 
Church for freedom. The novel is an intoxicat-
ing mix of adventure and philosophy, com-
plete with armoured polar bears, gun-toting 
balloonists, and the baddest husband-and-
wife duo you’ll meet in literature. The good 
news: if you love it, there are five more books 
that follow Lyra in her travels.

Master and Commander 
by Patrick O’Brian
Master and Commander 
is the first in a long se-
ries of naval adventures 
involving Captain Jack 
Aubrey, set mainly dur-
ing the Napoleonic Wars 
in the early 19th century. 
Although there is plenty 
of action on board, in-
cluding big set-piece 

battles, at its heart the book (and series) is 
about the friendship between Aubrey and the 
ship’s naval surgeon, Stephen Maturin, who 
may or may not also be a spy for His Majesty’s 
Government. It’s a pleasure to see these two 
friends grow and mature throughout the se-
ries.

We have been reading To Kill a Mockingbird 
by Harper Lee, for the past few months in my 
regular Shared Reading group in a women’s 
prison. Having completed the novel recently, 
this feels like a good time to reflect on what 
has been an enormously fulfilling and stimu-
lating experience, spending time in the world 
of a book that still feels as relevant now as it 
did when it was written nearly 70 years ago.

There have been five of us in the group for the 
duration and we have enjoyed some incredi-
bly engaging and often moving conversations 
regarding the topics explored in the book and 
our own experiences in relation to some of 
those topics. One thing that came up a lot was 
the idea of stigma. Tom Robinson is a Black 
man in a southern American state at a time 
when the stigma attached to being Black was 
often painful, brutal and inherently racist. 
The group members have reflected on their 
own experiences of feeling stigmatised for be-
ing a woman, for being from a poor back-
ground, for being diagnosed with mental 
health concerns and ultimately for being 
someone who has committed a crime.

The passion with which the women have spo-
ken about the injustice of Tom Robinson’s ex-
perience reflects the passion with which they 
contemplate their own struggles. Tom was 
condemned from the outset of his trial, de-
spite his innocence. The jury brought a preju-
dice and preconceived idea about race and 
social status which meant that Tom was 
doomed, even before he made the admission 
of feeling sorry for a White woman.

The women in the group have talked about 
their own feelings of frustration and isolation 
during their experience of the justice system. 
Conversations have highlighted an inescapa-
ble weight of feeling that those casting judg-
ment (those sitting in the roles of judge, pros-
ecutor and sometimes jury) are so far removed 

This month the column comes from Tracy Chevalier, a Fellow of the 
Royal Society of Literature, who shares some favourite books with 
Inside Time readers

Tracy Chevalier 

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 75 
groups in over 50 prisons nationwide. 
PRG is part of Give a Book.

Reflection 
on reading 
To Kill a 
Mockingbird

from the lived experience of the women in the 
group, that they have felt a sense of anger at 
being judged by people who have no concept 
of what it might have been like to have lived 
their own experiences. Sometimes this is re-
lated to wealth in this country rather than a 
racial prejudice, but the feeling is the same. 
Women have passionately asked why these 
people, so far removed from the context of 
their own lives, are able to influence decisions 
around their lives and futures. How well can 
they possibly understand the lived experience 
of the women in question? How well have they 
been able to grasp what it means to live the 
lives they have?

That deep sense of feeling like there is a lack 
of empathy being offered to these women is 
reflected in Atticus Finch’s encouragement of 
Jean Louise to imagine what it is like to walk 
in the shoes of other people, what it is like to 
be in their skin. Atticus is asking for under-
standing on behalf of his fellow community 
members when reflecting on the experience of 
being a Black person in the southern states at 
this time. And just like Atticus, the women in 
the group have been asking for a greater 
awareness of what it is like to walk in their 
shoes. By understanding better the situation 
and lived experience of others, we might be 
able to show greater empathy, care, and ulti-
mately, respect for others, no matter their 
background or current circumstances.

This lesson echoes through the ages from 
Harper Lee’s beautifully crafted novel, 
through to the room in a prison wing, in which 
we sat and read it aloud over the course of 
months of Shared Reading, and I’m so hon-
oured to have shared those moments of hon-
est reflection with the women in the group.

Have you su�ered an accident, assault or
medical negligence leaving you with an injury?
We specialise in representing injured
prisoners in claims for compensation.
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