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Dear Everyone, 

 

Many thanks to everyone who came to the groups this month."Miss Webster and Cherif" prompted some 

very lively discussions and I found each one very stimulating.All new members are very welcome and I 

hope they will soon feel "at home". 

 

To begin, I'll give a summary of the novel  

 

Elizabeth Webster, a highly dedicated French teacher at a girls' school, is well past her prime. French 

literature is her passion and teaching methods at her school are restructured to focus on business French. 

Her beloved Racine is no longer required. And neither is she. Her life comes to a standstill..  

 

Ordered abroad to North Africa after a devastating nervous breakdown which has left her half-dead and 

needing sticks to walk, she has become "everything she most despised: querulous, forgetful, indecisive." 

Her suffering is brilliantly described, but the Moroccan desert, and the people she meets at a luxury 

hotel there begin to restore her to herself, a process furthered when the hotelier's exquisitely beautiful 

son, Cherif, appears on her doorstep back in Little Blessington.  

 

Who, or what, is Cherif? Set in the year after 9/11, this question becomes increasingly pressing in what is 

both a mystery story and a comedy of manners. Miss Webster defends him against all comers partly 

because it is in her bloody-minded nature to do so, and partly out of a genuine, growing affection. Cherif - 

gentle, respectful, undemanding - gets a place studying Maths at the local university, and becomes her 

lodger when turned down by mean-spirited locals. A natural anarchist who believes that all forms of 

government should be blown sky-high, Miss Webster is alert to her own possible deception by a terrorist. 

Beautiful Cherif is, however, someone to share her extreme loneliness, to introduce her to her first rock 

concert, Sky TV and fasting at Ramadan.  

 

The clash between English and Berber culture, described in Duncker's lucid, elegant prose, is funny and 

touching, ranging as it does from Cherif's bewilderment at motorway signs telling them to use the "hard 

shoulder" to his belief that Miss Webster, like Miss Marple, is unmarried because she was a lady 

detective. With only popular film culture in common, their approximate communications bring out the 

best in both of them, and even softens the hearts of the villagers who have hated their neighbour for 

years. .  

 

This is not, however, just a feel-good novel. Duncker, author of prize-winning novels such as 

Hallucinating Foucault and The Deadly Space Between has excelled at exploring ideas through eccentric 

personal relationships while not gaining wide readership. Here is a story of real charm and compassion. 

Just how much should we trust strangers from an alien culture? Can we continue to live according to 

ancient beliefs in a darkening world? Can duty and desire ever be accommodated, or must they, like the 

opera Carmen, head for a fatal clash?  

 

Our responses to" Miss Webster and Cherif" ranged from total enjoyment to boredom and indifference. 

Let's examine our views; 

 

 "I found Miss Webster eccentric- an unusual main character- and  it is very uncommon in Japan for a 

lady to have lodgers- partly because homes tend to be very small and because it would be inappropriate 

for her as a woman alone to have a young man living with her." 

 



"I thought the plot was implausible- the character Carmen, the black singer, seemed very unreal." 

 

"I spent many happy hours reading it. I particularly liked the transformation of the old lady from a cold, 

lonely individual to a caring, warm, vital person." 

 

"The descriptions of her illness and time in hospital were sensitively drawn. I was very moved by this 

part of the novel." 

 

" I related to the changes in the teaching methods and to the lack of respect that the pupils now showed 

her." 

 

"The descriptions of the desert were very vivid and interesting. Cherif's pleasure in the green English 

countryside and his love of rain, were a good contrast with the heat and dust of his own country." 

 

" Prejudice was handled delicately- Miss Webster showed that everyone can be tolerant." 

 

"I liked it very much. especially how Miss Webster finds a way through her breakdown- the moment 

when she has her hair done and starts to feel valued again is a very human moment." 

 

"I had to examine my own prejudices- since 9/!1 - every Muslim can be treated with suspicion. But it is 

human nature to be a little afraid in certain circumstances- like on the underground or in an aeroplane." 

 

"I thought Patricia Duncker was marvellous at describing scenes- I was right there with the characters 

and could smell and taste the desert." 

 

"it was very inspiring to see Miss Webster totally recover from severe depression and to get her life 

back." 

 

"I thoroughly enjoyed the book and thought Duncker used some wonderful terms of phrase."  

 

" I liked how she showed how different cultures look at things- the habits and contrasts of the Berber and 

English cultures were expressed very well." 

 

"The novel was very up to date- dealing with such current themes." 

 

"I was rather puzzled by the plot. I thought the action was not very well constructed- it was not 

convincing." 

 

" I thought it was like a series of cameos that didn't fit too well together." 

 

"The misunderstandings between people were very well conveyed." 

 

"I liked Miss Webster from the beginning. The first part of the novel was very moving- especially when 

she starts to laugh again." 

 

"My favourite scene was when an anxious Miss Webster was relieved to hear the distinguished voice of 

an Englishman, who was dressed in a very smart suit ,at the Moroccan airport and when he turned 

around she was shocked to see that he was black. " 

 

"You seemed to have the whole world in Little Blessington- like Miss Marple's village." 



 

"Miss Webster seemed a wonderful character- very independent  and strong." 

 

"The novel seemed like an elaborate modern fairy tale- some of the characters miraculously appearing to 

help Miss Webster at her most vulnerable moments- like Doctor Broadhurst." 

 

"We know that Doctor Broadhurst is based on a real person and yet he seemed the most unreal of the 

characters in the novel." 

 

"Why do Miss Webster and Doctor Broadhurst say that they are messengers? Is there an underlying 

religious message? The prophet Mohammed is the messenger and the Angel Gabriel appeared to 

Mohammed and to Mary. Is Doctor Broadhurst a guardian angel? Is Patricia Duncker creating a moral 

fable to encourage more tolerance between Christianity and Islam?" 

 

" My first reaction was- oh no, not another book on terrorism. But I came to see that the main theme is 

the recovery of Miss Webster - her journey of rediscovery. How she comes to life again.- both physically 

and mentally" 

 

" Is Cherif a terrorist? The tension was built up very well. I wasn't sure until the end whether he was or 

not." 

 

"I knew from the beginning that Cherif could not be a terrorist- it would have been politically incorrect to 

make him one." 

 

"I liked this novel much more than the one we read last month "Maisie Dobbs." 

 

"Are there any Miss Marples on the continent- or is she an English phenomenon?" 

 

"Miss Webster seemed rather too rude for an English lady.  I think of the English as a very polite 

nation." 

 

" I felt very sorry for Miss Webster- she was very bitter and had had a lot of disappointment in her life." 

 

" I found the novel very amusing- particularly how Duncker played with prejudices and paranoias that 

we all have." 

 

"The friendship which developed between Miss Webster and Cherif was very moving." 

 

" I found the novel helpful personally- it got me thinking about my own life / work balance." 

 

"It was a very enjoyable holiday read. 9/11 had to have happened to create the tension and fear of 

Cherif's real identity." 

 

"I didn't like the 9/11 parts and the ending was overdone." 

 

" I liked Miss Webster as a character but I didn't like the plot as a whole." 

 

"It was a lovely , lovely read. I couldn't put it down." 

 

" this was my first time at a reading group and the first novel I had read in 30 years. And I found it to be 



nearly like real life." 

 

"The weakest part was the character Carmen Campbell." 

 

"Germans have much more respect for authority and institutions than the British. To me, the British are 

a mixture of tradition and eccentricity. So Miss Webster seemed typically British." 

 

"I was quite cross with the book- I was so bored by it. It was very hard to get into." 

 

"I came to the group particularly because I liked this book so much. I read the book late into the night- it 

was unputdownable." 

 

"I liked it very much but it was a little slow at the beginning. Maybe older members of the group related 

to it more than the younger members because of the subject." 

 

"I wasn't crazy about it- it seemed contrived and the structure was flawed. The characters were too one 

dimensional." 

 

"The story didn't seem truthful and expressed a rather prejudiced view of blacks. It was grounded in a 

westerncentric way of looking at prejudice." 

 

" A whole pot of stew in one book- and an untasty one!" 

 

" Miss Webster had chosen to be single and to lead an independent life. Could she have adapted so easily 

to having a stranger live with her after so many years living on her own?" 

 

" I appreciated very much having a positive older woman as the main character- we do not respect older 

people enough in our society." 

 

" I was rather bored until the beautiful Cherif appeared at Miss Webster's door! I immediately became 

more interested." 

 

So many differing views- that's the joy of reading groups. One or two of us changed our opinion of the 

book by listening to others. And others who hadn't managed to read all of it said they would definitely go 

home and finish it..Overall, it was a popular choice and I'm going to recommend it to friends and 

family.But  just now I'm getting into our next read............ 

 

"Half of a Yellow Sun" by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie  _ Winner of the Orange Prize 2007-  I've always 

enjoyed an Orange Prize Winner !  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


