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by Kathryn Stockett
(Whole Story
Audiobooks, £30.62)
The US may
now have a
black president
but it was only
50 years ago
when
“coloureds”
were not
allowed to
board the same
bus or even use the same
bathrooms as white people in
some states.

It is against this backdrop in
Jackson, Mississippi that Skeeter,
a young white woman with a
passion to become a writer
decides to interview the town’s
black maids and turn their
experiences into a book.

Her plan changes the town
forever as the maids risk their lives
and Skeeter social ostracism to tell
their stories.

Kathryn Stockett has received numerous
plaudits for her wonderful and poignant novel
which has since been turned into a film and
among the narrators of this outstanding
audiobook is Octavia Spencer who won the
Best Supporting Actress Oscar for her
performance in the movie.

The combination of such a brilliant novel
and four excellent narrators makes this the
ideal starting point for anyone who has
never listened to an audiobook before.

Each character is wonderfully drawn.
Aibileen is a maid raising her 17th white
child Mae Mobley who, too young to be
infected by the prejudices of the community
around her, loves Aibileen more than her
own mother and wants to have black skin.

But Aibileen can see the dangers ahead
as Mae Mobley’s teacher starts sowing the
seeds of prejudice in her pupils and the
child’s mother bows to the pressures of the
local queen bee Miss Hilly Holbrook who
has a campaign to introduce her “Home
Help Sanitation Initiative” to ensure black
help have separate bathrooms because
“black people carry different diseases from
white people”.

Stockett manages to convey the fears,
violence and bigotry of the time alongside
moments of sheer joy and heartbreak. Real
tension builds towards the end – what will
the book’s publication mean for the maids
and their mistresses? It’s a tale that lives on
in the mind long after the last disc is played.

AUTHOR’SNOTES

There’s a light rain settling. By
the time I get to the net it’s
got persistent-feeling and
colder. The sea is thick. On

the air you can feel the salt.
I lift the net and begin to pick out

the weed that’s got into it on the
in-and-out-gone tide. It’s been lying
out of the water for no more than an
hour but the weed dries already and
goes brittle as the wind picks up.

It’s cold. Six in the morning or so
and the light’s just up. I’m warm
from sleep, but that cold gets into
my fingers. You have to be patient
with that. It’s a rhythmic process,
picking the weed from the nylon,
listening to the wind sing through
the net, to the thick sea, listening to
the somehow white noise of the rain
hissing over the pools and rocks.

The beach is still with me when I
sit at my desk. I warm my fingers on
the cup of coffee.

It’s Colombian.
The bitter taste of home-made

marmalade is in my mouth. I stare
into the surface of the coffee cup.
Sense salt from the beach.

When I look up I see things
happening, as if I’m watching them
play out on a screen. I start to write
them down.

So begins the second spell of work
on Everything I Found On The
Beach.

It’s a process of self hypnosis
almost, of getting into a zone.

A process that, when I look from
the outside, seems bizarre. But I’ve
learnt not to question it. To take it
seriously. Everything has to be got
right at this point. This is when you
put the writing down, react to it for
the first time, make it work. This is
the kick at goal.

It’s March 2010. Half a book exists
already, written the previous year –
the main narrative drive, with notes
for development.

People have taken on board I’m
writing, will give me space. I will
likely be half-functional, if that.
Given it’s late winter, I will break up
the time with cooking meals for
friends – enforcing a break from
work, a brain space.

Some perspective. I cook meals
from whichever country we are
playing in the Six Nations.

Apart from England. I do cawl for
that.

But even at these times I’m
holding the story, the sensation of it.
It feels important. It feels like I have

something to do that’s worth being
careful of.

Every writer’s process is different,
but this is mine. It takes drive and
patience. The two things don’t sit
well together in the same body. It’s
an isolated, focused approach and,
as I said, it’s difficult to take
seriously when I talk about it.

But that’s the way it is: don’t start
writing until you can see it.

Until you are, essentially, writing
down events you’re watching.

“Write as if you’re remembering.”
I’ve scribbled that to myself on a
postcard on my writing desk.

Before I start, all the information I
might need has to be there. All the
research. Things which might find
their way into the story only as an

The Long Dry tells the story of a
farming family during a difficult day
when a calving cow has gone
missing. Beset by distractions, the
husband tries to find the animal
while the wife nurses a migraine.

Simple, everyday stuff. But a
tough day to get through.

With Everything I Found On The
Beach I wanted to try something
different, a little more arch.

It’s a more deliberate narrative.
Men in some respects isolated from
their families. Ostensibly, a thriller.

It was a risk to do something
different when the first novel had
worked so well, but people from the
outside gather my work – these
novels and the various short stories
that appear here and there – into
something recognisably mine now.

There’s a point at which you stop
writing like other people and write
like yourself. Other people see that
more clearly than you do. More often
than not with my work, they talk
about place. I live where I grew up. I
built a house on a piece of land that
was my playground as a child, the
backdrop to my imaginings then and
now again.

Nothing fundamental has changed.
I get an idea in my head and I decide
to take it somewhere or not. To ask
what inspires me is like stopping a
child mid-game and asking why
they’re playing.

I just like doing it. When you’re
grown up, you don’t run round
pretending, you write the games
down.

I haven’t written to be published. I
don’t think I have anything
important to say. But when I write
everything feels better.

Publication, translations and
awards just come as validation.

The work is hard, tough and
vibrant and I prefer doing it to doing
anything else. I’m about to finish
another book. I stick to the mantra I
set myself years ago: Write as well as
you can.
Everything else is
a side effect.

Meanwhile, put
out the nets.
Walk the beach.
Cook for friends.
Wait.
■ Everything I
Found On The
Beach,
Parthian,
£7.99

undercurrent or, more often than
not and vitally, a strong factual
foundation.

I don’t fight with a story at the
table. I wait until it’s clear before I
go to it. What’s fascinating is how
much else finds its way onto the
page once you start.

You decide to go on a walk. You
know the basic path and destination,
and have a fair idea what you’ll pass
on the way. But you can’t absolutely
know what you’ll see, the surprises;
you might even choose to follow a
short cut, a detour you weren’t
expecting to. But all those steps will
be taking you to a particular place.

With that destination in mind, I
structure the story, build the
characters.

BOOKS
Our cuddly archbishop,

Rowan Williams, lately
launched Literature
Wales’ imaginative

Literary Tourism programme, a
venture which combines books,
guided tours, history and
personalities (they offer a choice of
Owen Sheers on foot or horseback).

Next up on May 19 is our Young
People’s Laureate Catherine Fisher
leading a welcome departure from
the literary pub-crawl formula.

Hemingway at Harry’s Bar? I
would down my Bellini and head for
the gondolas. But the serene
Catherine leading a group around
her former convent school, Tredegar
House? Now you’re talking.

Her schooling, the house and
grounds inspired scenes and themes
in several of her popular teenage
novels, and is the setting of her
1999 book, The Lammas Field.

Gomer have just been published
her latest book, for eight-plus, The Cat
with Iron Claws. The youngsters exploring
Tredegar House will surely behave better
than the trio in Arad Goch’s revival Crash
last month at the Opening Doors
performance festival.

This black comedy by Sera Moore
Williams is about class and the dangers of
playing victim. From the moment nerdy
crisp-addict Rhys (the superb physical
comedian Gethin Lloyd Evans) handed out
manky lettuce from his lunchbox, our
empathy buttons were being ruthlessly
pressed. At the close, a beautifully
underplayed moment, we realise that this
anxious, witty, middle-class boy is about to
suffer as much as Wes (Craig Walkley), the
boy with a short fuse and a social worker.
Elin (Ceri Mill) closes this love triangle,
bringing a needy pliancy to her scenes
with boyfriend Wes and a contrasting
assurance in those with Rhys that should
show her where to lay her loyalties.

Eagle Calling Hawk by the German
Consul Theatre Gelsenkirchen, for kids of
four plus, brought me close to tears. The
plot is simple: Max has a sleepover chez
Aloysius. The boys fall out (over who gets
the girly duvet), they agree (that Aloysius’
mum must NOT come into their room),
they negotiate (a flouncy skirt and a slinky
dress are the best gear to tackle the Bone
Man because he’s scared of girls) and they
withdraw when necessary (Aloysius wets
the bed and blames his ‘Ice Bear’, the
play’s one flaw an imperfect translation).

But while its main theme is testing
boundaries (illustrated wonderfully by
hands punching out of a cardboard
playhouse), Eagle Calling Hawk is surely a
celebration of sociable play. I will never
forget the moment when as Max’s bald
head is adorned with a funny foam up-do,
a girl breathed, “It’s a lady!”

Nor the lads’ party finale, when they
broom round on toy cars, skirts stuffed
behind driving wheels, fake foam flicking
teachers in the front row, to a chorus of
Queen’s Don’t Stop Me Now.

Peter is chief executive of Academi,
the literature promotion agency for
Wales. You can email him at
insider@academi.org

Gwen is editor of the New
Welsh Review
e-mail:
editor@newwelshreview.com
www.newwelshreview.com
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Written a book? Is it independently published? Want us to consider reviewing it? Then e-mail hannah.jones@mediawales.co.uk and tell her all about it CYMRAEG >>

Phantom Jo Nesbo
The Sins Of The Father Jeffrey Archer
The Unlikely Pilgrimage Of Harold Fry

Rachel Joyce
The Worst Thing About My Sister

Jacqueline Wilson
The Little Paris Kitchen Rachel Khoo
Fear Michael Grant
Diary Of A Wimpy Kid: Cabin Fever Jeff

Kinney
Gangsta Granny David Walliams
Waiting For Sunrise William Boyd
Silver: Return To Treasure Island Andrew

Motion

Cyan Jones has left the land behind and gone to
sea in his all-consuming second novel set, like his
first, in his homeland of West Wales

Cynan Jones PICTURE: Alice Fiorilli
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FREEglasses
with an NHS voucher
includes single vision, bifocals or varifocal lenses

Contact lens
specialist
Don’t forget
kids go free!

2 1for *enquire
within store

12 Nolton St, Bridgend CF31 1DU
Tel: 01656 669999

7 Red St, Carmarthen SA31 1QL
Tel: 01267 221919

20 John St, Porthcawl CF36 3BA
Tel: 01656 784944

63a The Kingsway, Swansea SA1 5HN
Tel: 01792 653339

Qualified Opticians

Guaranteed
to beat any price

2sets of glasses
from£49


