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Sadie Jones is an experienced screenwriter, The Outcast is her first novel. Shortlisted for 

the Orange Broadband prize 2008, and receiving enthusiastic reviews, I was expecting to 

be very impressed. Lots of us were impressed – for once I was one of the less enthusiastic 

members of the group. I felt that The Outcast would make an excellent film but I wasn‘t so 

sure of its merits as a novel.. Sadie Jones excels in visual images but- apart from the 

protagonist Lewis- the other characters seemed one-dimensional to me. But I was in the 

minority - most of our responses were very positive.  

 

We all agreed that Sadie Jones created an impressively sympathetic portrait of a troubled 

teenager in her protagonist Lewis Aldridge.  We are introduced to the stultifying suburban 

atmosphere that Lewis rebels against. Many of us imagined him as a young James Dean. 

Lonely and lost and desperate for affection. Cast out by his very nature. And eventually an 

outcast from his community by his actions.   

 

The story is set over a roughly ten year period. In the prologue, Lewis Aldridge is seen 

coming home after a spell in prison, we don't know why he has been there or what 

circumstances drove him to commit a crime but this just merely sets the scene for the next 

three parts of the book, as we discover why Lewis has been incarcerated and trapped not 

just in prison but in his short life. It is very shocking that Lewis feels so uncomfortable 

during a family meal that he would rather be back in prison than in his own home. 

 

The only talking was to do with the passing of things, and thanking, and Lewis wanted to 

laugh because he was nostalgic for the mass mealtimes in prison. 

 

The novel then cuts to 1945, when seven-year-old Lewis and his mother, Elizabeth, greet 

his father, Gilbert, who has just returned from the war. Lewis and Elizabeth have grown 

especially close while Gilbert was away –they have developed a special relationship. 

Elizabeth is a free spirit – not really suited to the role of the conventional 50‘s suburban 

wife. She loves her son passionately and expresses her love for him openly. Gilbert is 

jealous and thinks she has been spoiling Lewis.  

 

One can feel the tension buiding between the three of them –one person is often left out in 

a threesome- and gradually this happens to Lewis. He is no longer allowed to wander 

freely  into his mother’s room and his father is awkward and strict with him. Lewis’s 

father goes back to his job, working for the local businessman Mr Carmichael, while his 

adored mother counts the minutes in the day until having a drink. It’s clear that she has 

become an alcoholic- fuelled by boredom or unhappiness- or both ?- we asked. 

 



Then tragedy strikes. Mother and son are enjoying a Summer picnic together, having fun  

away from the constraints of the village, and while swimming, Elizabeth drowns. Lewis 

desperately tries to save her life but he fails. Lewis’s unbearable grief is all but ignored, 

and he’s left utterly bereft and alone. The enormous pressure on him to conform socially is 

too much, and he finds solace in neat gin and self-harm. Misunderstood  and blamed by his 

father and goaded by the almost too evil Mr Carmichael, his behaviour becomes 

increasingly erratic until his rage explodes. Lewis burns down the church- a symbol to him 

of suffocating village life. He is sent to prison.  

 

Following his return, Mr Carmichael’s two daughters and Gilbert’s new young wife, Alice, 

try to understand the difficult young man, but they too are trapped in a desperate situation 

and bound by strict conventional rules. 

 

Lewis‘new young stepmother Alice is full of good intentions and wants to help Lewis and 

her husband cope with their grief. The task is too great for her and she, too, begins to drink 

heavily. Alice seems to care for Lewis tenderly when he has harmed himself. But then she 

spoils this by abusing him. One of the most shocking scenes is when she seduces Lewis- 

maybe she is so drunk that she is unaware of her actions- maybe she is trying to get 

pregnant- we could find excuses for her behaviour.  But she has broken a social taboo and 

has to live with the knowledge that she has used Lewis selfishly. He is even more alone 

after he has tasted with her the physical closeness which he craves. And she never does get 

pregnant. 

 

Jones brilliantly evokes a small world of rigid social constraints – of the embarrassments 

of not being seen to be perfectly correct. It’s a world where, on the outside, everything 

looks as conservative and safe as its inhabitants want it to be; but scratch the surface and 

alcoholism, child abuse and domestic violence cut devastating paths through people’s lives. 

Lewis becomes terribly damaged, but through Jones’ careful handing, we understand and 

forgive his violence and fury. 

 

Lewis‘ background is filled in and we come to know a little more about the most 

influential character remaining in Lewis‘ life.. Gilbert, Lewis' oppressive father, who 

seems to think that by not talking about events means you will not have to deal with them. 

His character is never fully explained. He is a stereotypical male figure of the 50‘s- unable 

to show or talk about his feelings. He obviously adored his first wife but he soon finds a 

replacement. He makes no attempt to comfort Lewis and cannot talk about his war 

experiences with him. He remains a virtual stranger to Lewis.  

 

The Carmichaels are the major neighbouring family with whom the Aldridges socialise. 

But in the stuffy middle-class manner of the 1950s. Their youngest daughter Kit, is the 

other trapped character within this book, who is trying to escape her violent father Dicky 

who seems to have control over everyone, using force and brutality. Dicky Carmichael is 

the most powerful member of the village and is Gilbert’s employer. He is lord of the 



manor- in the village and at home. He rules his household through fear and regularly hits 

his wife and youngest daughter. Kit admires Lewis from afar and gradually falls in love 

with him. But Lewis sees her as just a child for most of the novel.  He does eventually 

come to her rescue and bravely faces up to Dicky Carmichael- exposing his violence to the 

congregation in the church. 

 

Lewis is a rather lost soul, after his mother has died and his actions are always referred 

back to the tragic event. He is trapped within the constraints of his mind, never discussing 

what has happened and uses self harm to release the pain. Trapped in prison, trapped 

amongst his father's regime and trapped by the neighbours as they expect a certain sort of 

behaviour. 

 

The Outcast beautifully deals with some fairly brutal issues and places them into a society 

which is somewhat different to nowadays. At least today domestic violence is a criminal 

offence and there are souces of help for victims. The scenes of violence are somewhat 

shocking but this is only to emphasise the dilemma of the families trapped in the horror of 

their domestic „prisons.“. Wives then were expected to make the best of their marriages, 

no matter how bad they were. Divorce was very shaming. 

 

 „You’ve made your bed, now lie in it.“ This expression was very common at that time- 

and did not just refer to marriage.  

 

Some of us felt quite claustrophobic while reading the book and felt just as trapped as 

Lewis and Kit did. Our joy at the end when Lewis and Kit escape from home was as much 

a sense of being released ourselves from the ever more violent scenes unfolding. Too 

melodramatic, maybe, the second half of the book ticked all the grisly boxes – self-harm, 

alcoholism, child-beating, wife-beating, arsen, incest etc.  

 

There is not an epilogue to this story, we do not know for sure what happens after these 

major events,. Kit and Lewis declare their love for each other but have to part for two 

years. We just hope that justice will prevail and that they can find peace in their own 

minds. The romantics in the group believed that they would still be there for each other at 

the end of two years. The pragmatists believed that they would have grown apart as they 

are both so young. But the ending is a happy one. At last Lewis and Kit can love and trust 

one another and feel valued.  

 

The most endearing character is the kind doctor who reassures Lewis and tells him that he 

has always thought of him as a good person- like his mother- The doctor‘s simple 

affectionate rubbing of Lewis‘ hair is very moving. We realise just how little genuine 

affection he has received from anybody since his mother’s death.  

 

Lewis knows where he is going- as far away as possible. He has hope for the future .This 

is an ending that pleased all of us. And we are usually very critical of endings. For some of 



us, it was an ending to a very engrossing and thrilling read- to others it was a blessed 

relief! We had been released from the stifling atmosphere of the 50‘s and felt grateful for 

the more open-minded times that we live in. I’m writing this on the day that an African- 

American has been elected president. Unthinkable in the fifties. Obama was born in 1961- 

during the times of segregation. 

 

The Outcast took us back to another era when prejudice and social class dominated society. 

But do we still create social outcasts? How accepting are we of ex-.offenders? If we don‘t 

fit into our neighbourhoods and obey social rules - are we ostracised? Domestic violence 

and self-harm are still common .The Outcast is a literary thriller that left us with lots to 

think about.- an exciting but uncomfortable experience for some of us.  


