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Dear All, 

We enjoyed a rather special group last Thursday. A reading group rarely gets the chance to ask a writer 

questions about a book. I was delighted that so many people came - even if Graham Swift needed a good 

glass of red wine to cope with the sea of eager female faces. Initially shy when I first invited him to speak 

to us, Graham  sought my reassurance that he would be among friends. You quickly showed him he was.  

We had an hour before Graham joined us, giving us less time than usual to discuss the novel in depth. 

During that hour, we talked about our first impressions and  prepared some questions to put to the 

author.  

  

"The Light of day" consists of the narrator's thoughts, memories and observations during one day - the 

20th of November - in his own natural speech. The significance of this day is slowly revealed George 

Webb, a former policeman turned private detective, revisits the catastrophes of his past and projects his 

extraordinary future, as he sees it. Graham Swift has a particular talent for showing how extraordinary 

ordinary people's lives can be. The style reflects the vocabulary and the thoughts of a man whose school 

education, but not his intelligence, fitted him for police work. Sarah with her university education 

broadens his horizons by persuading him to write a sort of journal.  He longs for a new direction in his 

life and to discover aspects of himself that he hasn't known how to explore before. At our meeting, 

Graham Swift implied that George falls in love with Sarah partly because she offers him this new 

direction. Even though she is in prison for the murder of her husband and he has hardly got to know her, 

he falls madly in love with her .He is prepared to visit her in prison every fortnight and to  wait at least 

eight years for her to be released. Graham Swift confessed to us that he is an incurable romantic. Some 

of the group loved and shared his romantic vision. Others were sceptical. 

  

When we suggested that maybe George is in love with "the idea of love" rather than with Sarah, Graham 

retorted: "Could he not just be in love? even if he has only met her a few times?" The more down-to-earth 

members of the group were doubtful, the more romantic members were enthusiastic. We'd discussed 

earlier that George had been "chosen" by his ex-wife and then "unchosen" when he was thrown out of the 

police for bending the rules while questioning a racist thug. Now George has had the  the chance to 

choose and has found  the process liberating. His choice seemed a little crazy to some of us. The 

delightful and faithful Rita, who had been one of his clients and now looked after him while working for 

him, would have been a more understandable, reasonable choice. She is not in prison and obviously very 

taken with him. Graham said she is one of his favourite characters. Yet he has George choose Sarah. 

  

"How do we choose?" he often asks this question of the reader. "Choice? It's in the blood. It's what I do. I 

am." George says at one point. "We're hunters, that's what we are, always stalking, tracking the missing 

thing, the missing part of our lives." He seems to think that Sarah will help him find the missing part of 

his life."What's civilisation for?" is another question he asks us. Graham's humour is reflected in one of 

George's answers. "Wherever there is a golf course,  we will find civilisation." And a more serious 

answer to the same question. "Caravaggio. That's what civilisation is for," says George whose perceptions 



of art have been aroused by his daughter. 

  

Graham Swift doesn't believe that "writing is about words". He said that he likes to leave a lot unsaid 

and up to the reader's imagination. He feels the words should flow musically, creating an underlying 

rhythm. Before Graham joined us, some but not all of the Germans in the group said they found the 

short sentences irritating. German, in particular literary German, is renowned for its very long 

sentences!   

  

We asked Graham how he writes.He said he never plans his novels. His inspiration for "The Light of 

Day" had been a mental picture of a man visiting a woman in prison. He didn't know where this picture 

had come from but the image kept coming back to him. Eventually, he said, he had to start writing about 

it. He doesn't know himself how a story is going to unfold when he starts writing. 

  

We were impressed with the power and accuracy (as some of us could testify) of his description of prison 

visiting: how one gets a taste of punishment by just spending a short time "inside", by soaking up the 

atmosphere and experiencing at first hand the attitude of warders. We asked Graham if he had personal 

experience of prison visiting. He said he had never been inside a prison himself. He had  mainly used 

his imagination. In answer to questions, he asked us to use our imaginations to work out why Sarah had 

killed her husband and why her husband Bob had had the affair with the Croatian refugee Kristina. Did 

Sarah plan the murder? Was it a spontaneous reaction to the look on her husband´s face which told her 

that all her preparations and tolerance, designed to win him back when the affair had burned itself out, 

had actually been in vain? Graham said he tried to hint that she may have thought he was going to 

attack her. Had Kristina left for Switzerland in order to leave Bob and to allow the marriage a chance to 

recover? In judging Kristina, some felt she had acted immorally. Had she not owed Sarah more loyalty? 

All these questions and more are left for the reader to decide. We decided in different ways. 

  

The love of food and cooking feature throughout the novel. On the fateful night, Sarah is cooking coq au 

vin for her husband's return . They had long ago fallen in love while sharing a delicious meal of coq au 

vin in France . How could she possibly be planning to kill him while cooking his favourite meal?  "The 

murder weapon, a kitchen knife, still had on it, along with Bob Nash's blood, some green smears and 

flecks of parsley." George and Sarah would never have connected personally but for a chance meeting by 

the fine food section of a local supermarket. Continuing the food theme, George cooks a special meal for 

his daughter every week, which brings them closer together. Perhaps the fact that Rita overcooked their 

scrambled eggs had put George off! 

  

The novel is set in Wimbledon, where I lived in London. I can visualise every street named, the wildness 

of  Wimbledon Common and the bleak vastness of  Putney Vale cemetry.. Graham brings the wider 

world into George's suburban life: the plight of Croatia in the 1990s and the Chiselhurst exile of the 

Empress Eugenie. Having once been a major historical celebrity, escaping from France at the end of the 

Franco- Prussian war, Empress Eugenie lives the majority of her life in what is now dull suburbia. In 



direct contrast to George, she is an extraordinary character whose life becomes ordinary. And her home 

eventually becomes part of the Chiselhurst Golf Club  

  

Sarah is looking for forgiveness and asks George to take flowers to her husband's grave on the 

anniversary of his murder. George is doing his best to help her come to terms with what she has done. 

But does Sarah love George? We don't know . We only see their relationship through George's eyes. She 

uses him to keep in touch with the world outside but will she want him still when she leaves prison? 

Again we can only imagine the outcome. Some of us said yes. Others said no. Graham said he doesn't 

know either. 

 

  

The current action takes place on one day, but George's reflections encompass his whole life with its 

many ups and downs. George's father was a wedding photographer. Ironically, George takes photos to 

help people divorce. George`s father had an affair, and George now represents the women who have been 

betrayed - like his mother. Sarah, like George's ex- wife, is a teacher and the reports he brings her in jail 

from the outside world are like "homework". 

  

Some of the group read "the Light of Day" as a whodunnit. They liked the suspense, but felt cheated at 

the lack of any clear denouement. The novel is more a "whydunnit", and Graham, who doesn`t know 

them himself,  leaves readers to work out most of the answers. But he had firm views on some of the 

characters. We asked whether he felt Kristina might be a "golddigger." He denied this indignantly, 

asking us to feel sympathy for Kristina. Acts of charity, he said, can sometimes rebound on the giver. 

Kristina had escaped traumatic events and now found herself cared for. Some readers felt she inevitably 

tried to take for herself the best of what was on offer - including Bob. Others saw her as someone simply  

trying to survive. A few of us had felt that she had acted very badly by having an affair with Sarah's 

husband. Graham disagreed and felt only compassion for her. 

  

Our half hour with Graham was all too swift. Later we joined joined the audience for his reading. Few 

authors are very good at reading from their own writing. Graham proved to be one of them. He created 

vivid pictures with his words . When he read from "The Light of Day" he brought Rita totally to life. The 

description of her striding off to confront her unfaithful husband was memorable. 

  

On second reading, I found "The Light of Day" to be a beautifully crafted, profoundly artful, humane 

literary novel. Poetic and meditiative and rich with imagination. Being able to share our thoughts and 

impressions with the author added to my understanding. I hope everyone in the group felt the same way. 

Graham later told me he, too, greatly enjoyed his time with us. A compliment to him and a compliment to 

us. 

  

WORDS OF THE MONTH 

 snooty --- snobbish- a reserve dictated by class feeling 



 veering -- turning, shifting 

 slog -- long hard work 

 Snoop --- spy 

 Budge --  to give way 

 mooched about--- wandered aimlesly 

 plonked-- put down carelesly 

 nudging--- pushing gently 

 eked-out--- make something last 

 Knack--skill. tendency 

 miffed--- offended 

 mugging up on-- learning about very quickly eg for an exam 

wouldn't have touched me with a barge-pole---- wouldn't have gone anywhere near me 

  

All the best 

  

Jan 


