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Dear All, 

 

We chose for September "26a" the winner of the Orange Prize for New Writers. An enchanting, magical 

first novel by newcomer Diana Evans. As we'd also read a first novel "Eve Green " by Susan Fletcher in 

August, which had won a literary prize as well, notably the 2004 Whitbread First Novel award, we 

couldn't help at times comparing them. Especially as both writers had graduated from the MA Course in 

Creative Writing at the University of East Anglia. (Ian McEwan being one of the most famous of the 

UEA graduates.) 

 

  It's fair to say that "Eve Green " had even more admirers than "26a" but we had found both novels very 

impressive in different ways. "26a" was packed with striking,rich imagery, full of colour and  was very 

emotional. "Eve Green" we'd admired for its poetic, spare style. Very sad , also very emotional, but in a 

more controlled way... If "26a" was like an exotic cocktail. "Eve Green" was a cool, long gin and tonic. 

 

"26a" in some ways was a tough read. We had to come to terms with the suicide of one of the twins. Diana 

Evans' description of the developmant of Georgia's depression was realistic and painful. "It was not 

always easy, buying milk" sums up very succintly the growing difficulty in undertaking simple, normal, 

every day tasks .Georgia's moods are explained in colours. Yellow was a good place,a day when she would 

be able to go out and buy milk without any problems. If she was red, an unforgiving place of chains and 

confusion, buying milk was an impossibilty. Blue would suggest it was mildly feasible. Lilac even more 

so. 

 

We discussed what had driven Georgia to suicide. Most of us were convinced that she had found the deep 

depression unbearably painful and could not cope any longer. One or two of us felt that she had thought 

it was her time to leave the world spiritually. Others, that she had not been able to deal with having to 

have a separate identity from Bessie and had never recovered from the trauma of the sexual attack she 

had kept to herself. She had viewed herself as the twin destined to have the darker personality/ 

experiences. 

 

 . She wanted to protect Bessie from the grimmer aspects of life and to release her from the burden of 

being part of "the oneness in twoness " The closeness of the twins, who were identical, was shown to be at 

its height when they were children. They created their own world in the attic. A place where they could 

escape from the world below, the unrelenting place of their parents' unhappy marriage. Together they 

made decisions sitting on their beanbags, devouring nectarines. A place for secrets where visitors had to 

knock before entering. Dreams of starting up their own flapjack business were hatched in the 

attic.Together they would conquer the world. Together they were strong. They had come into the world , 

choosing their destiny. They would always be a unit of two. 

 

Then Georgia experiences the harsh reality of the more adult world while they are staying in Nigeria 



and the moment passes when she could have shared this horror with her twin. From this point on, they 

start to grow apart. During adolescence they are still quite close and both have their first disappointing 

sexual experiences with two Jamaican boys they have been attracted to "because they are cool." They 

worry that they have acted like "slags" and have given away something quite precious to boys who were 

not worthy of them. But Bessie increasingly yearns for independence and takes herself off to the 

Caribbean for a year. Georgie finds the separation very difficult and the family ask Bessie to come back 

for her sister's sake. 

 

One of the major themes of the novel is the need for escape. Ida bravely escapes from an arranged 

marriage in her small village in Nigeria.She is inspired by her aunt Cecilia, who previously had had the 

courage to leave and make a successful life for herself , far from the limiting life for women in a tiny 

Nigerian village. Aubrey escapes from his family in Derbyshire and from a mother who cannot let him 

lead his own life. Ida and Aubrey find each other eventually in Lagos. But it is more a marriage of 

desperation rather than of passion. Ida has not found living in Lagos easy and Aubrey offers a chance of 

a life for her in England. She will have achieved status and no longer have financial worries. But she is 

never able to settle comfortably in Neasden . She spends hours "escaping" in the bath and hardly ever 

ventures outside her immediate neighbourhood. Aubrey and Ida never show each other affection and live 

in a state of barely tolerating each other. 

 

Aubrey is a very strict father and his Jekyll and Hyde personality terrorises the house. When he has 

been drinking, everyone is in a state of fear. But Diana Evans' skill as a writer allows the reader to 

understand that Aubrey is not a bad man. We all agreed that we felt sorry for him and could sense that 

he did love his family. He just had difficulty in showing it. After Georgia's death, instead of drinking 

more, he manages to stop drinking altogether. We admired the older sister Bel because she took on the 

role of mother to the other children when Ida was unable to cope. 

 

The marriage of Charles and Diana is used to set the time but also to give a picture of a fairy tale 

marriage. But later  to show how even "marriages made in heaven" fall apart. The twins desperately 

hope that their parents ,while watching the royal marriage on television, will regain their own feelings 

for each other.This doesn't happen, but divorce isn't mentioned anymore and they manage to stay 

together. We get a sense that Georgia's death unites them . Ida turns to the church for comfort. Aubrey 

avoids the church by decorating the house as an excuse But in the end, we felt that they would work 

through the tragedy as a family. 

 

One of the strenghs of the novel is in  the vivid descriptions of the settings. Neasden is like "the half 

heel at the bottom of Italy. It was what the city stepped on to be sexy. London needed its Neasdens to 

make the Piccadilly lights, the dazzling Strand, the pigeons at Trafalgar Square, seem exciting." 

 

"Lagos was the loudest place on earth .Traffic, markets, dust storms and shouting. Traders wandered 

through the dust and obstructed the traffic, with trays on their heads selling plastic lighters, broken 



batteries and peanuts. It was chaos. It was heat." 

 

"Giant kingfishers with huge black bills , shiny orange-eyed starlings with purple heads searched for 

wild figs. Behind the shores where high waves made curls on the horizon was a belt of lagoons and 

mangrove swamps." 

 

St Lucia- "There's one road all the way through it with brightly coloured houses on each side.  At the 

bottom of the road, then a few steps down the main highway, there's a beach with black sand, because of 

the volcanoes. Black sand, imagine." 

 

We could smell and sense the places Evans is describing. We could smell and sense the Welsh 

countryside in "Eve Green." Perhaps what some of us found most difficult to take in "26a" was the heavy 

concentration on the mysical elements - the mythic reincarnation of the twins at the beginning- most of 

us had struggled with. But we nearly all agreed that once we had read that passage we were totally 

hooked by the magic of the writing. One or two of us had found the beginning to be one of the best 

openings of a novel that they had ever read. Again, we are all differentt in our tastes. And that is what 

makes hearing other people's views on the same novel so fascinating. 

 

Members of the groups who had lived in or visited Afrca, had particularly enjoyed it. The interweaving of 

African folklore had added spice to the story. We discussed the prevalence of belief in black magic and 

traditions in present day Africa. Even to this day there are some tribes who still believe that the second 

twin is from the devil. The twins' grandfather had frightened them both with this idea. Georgia had 

possibly started to believe it herself and had wanted to save Bessie from a dreadful fate. 

 

It is also an Afrcan belief that the soul takes a year to leave this earth. Georgia's soul enters Bessie's 

body and leaves her after this time. We talked about most people needing at least a year to grieve for 

loved ones before being able to function fully again. Even those of us with no spiritual beliefs could 

identify with the practical need for a year to come to terms with a major loss. Diana Evans herself had 

lost her identical twin. Her sister had also taken her own life. Some of the inspiration for the novel must 

have been autobiographical and therefore very hard to write at times. But had undoubtedly been 

cathartic. 

 

"26a" moved us all  We learnt a lot about the very special relationship of identical twins. And we 

empathised with the feeling of being adrift and away from home.The mysical elements were strange but 

powerful. Overall we found "26a" to be mature and perceptive and haunting. Outstanding for a first 

novel. And most of us had cried at the end. 

 

 

WORDS OF THE MONTH 

 



SWIGGED----to drink in long gulps 

 

MOTTLED----marked with blotches/ shades of different colour 

 

CHIP BUTTIE--sandwiches filled with chips- A Northern delicacy!! 

 

SCUTTLED-- to move with short rapidly alternating steps 

 

PUCKERED--uneven appearance, wrinkled 

 

GABBLED---to speak very quickly and incoherently 

 

SLOPPY---feebly organised or untidy appearance 

 

KERFUFFLE---fuss, commotion, disruption... also can say HULLABALOO and HOO-HAH 

 

PETTICOAT LANE BLACK LEATHER--- refers to a famous East End market called Petticoat Lane- 

implies fake, inferior material 

 

SLAGS-  people who engage in casual sex ( not used in the US) 

 

HARANGUING----a speech characterised by strong feeling or expression 

 

 

Next Meetings  Wed 19th October or Thur 20th October at 6.45pm or Thur 26th October at 6pm.  

 

We're discussing "The light of Day " by Graham Swift. 

 

November's book is "On Beauty" by Zadie Smith. 

 

Thanks again to everyone who made the meetings so much fun. Hoping to see even more of you in 

October. Everyone is welcome to also join my reading group at Saint Georges Bookshop in W 

therstrasse on Mon Oct 16th at 7.30pm - we're discussing "State of the Union" by Douglas Kennedy. 


