READING GrOUP GUIDE

The Reader and the Writer
John Gill

Contains spoilers: best read after the book.

These questions are designed to open discussion, not settle it. Several of the book’s central questions are

deliberately left unresolved on the page — the guide follows the book’s lead rather than working against it.
There are no “correct” answers here, and readers in the same room may land in genuinely different places.

1.

10.

11.

The letters that arrive throughout the novel are never definitively attributed to anyone. What did you
believe about their author by the end — and did that belief shift as you read? What in the text led you
there?

Judith invents a fictional boyfriend for Paula — “Steve” — reusing, consciously or not, the name of the
real man she had an affair with. What do you make of that choice? Does it change how you read her
relationship to truth and invention elsewhere in the book?

Judith shows little guilt over the Paula lie, and arguably little lasting guilt over the affair itself. Does
the absence of guilt make her harder to sympathise with, or does it tell you something true about her?

Richard’s philosophy — as relayed through Ellen — treats guilt and duty as inherited constructs rather
than binding truths. Where else in the novel do you see characters acting as though this were true,
whether or not they’ve ever heard Richard’s name?

Ellen forgives herself for her own past with startling ease, describing it almost as settled business rather
than an open wound. Did you find this convincing? What would change if she hadn’t been able to let
go so cleanly?

The novel’s darkest revelation — what happened to Mary and Ellen as teenagers — arrives compressed
into a single, dense conversation. How did the pacing of that revelation affect its impact on you?
Would you have wanted more space around it, or less?

Judith’s mother asks her, near the end, not to take the tablets away for one night. The book never
confirms what Judith does, or what becomes of her mother. How did you read that request — as love,
as exhaustion, as indifference, or as something that resists that kind of sorting altogether?

The final chapter closes with Judith releasing an old photograph into the sea, described as “free now
of their shackles.” Who do you think that photograph shows, and what is actually being released?

The letter-writer, by the end of his own account, discovers that the freedom he sought was hollow —
“I'am no more free now than I was before all this began.” If Judith has, by the last chapter, gained the
freedom she spent the book aching for, what do you think she finds there?

Several characters — Judith, Ellen, the letter-writer — seem able to let go of guilt, duty, or grief more
easily than convention might expect. Does the novel present this as a form of freedom, a form of
damage, or does it refuse to choose between the two?

Judith more than once expresses something like envy toward the psychiatric patients around her — for

their capacity to live outside ordinary reality. What do you make of this envy? Does it change how you
read her own relationship to truth and invention?
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12. The title places “the reader” and “the writer” side by side. Who do you think each half refers to — and
did your answer change by the final page?

13. This is a novel more concerned with the contradictions between love, duty, and self-worth than with
plot in the conventional sense. Did that focus reward you as a reader? What did you find yourself
thinking about after you'd finished it?

14. Ifyou discussed this book with someone who read it very differently from you, where do you imagine
you'd disagree most? What in the text do you think would support each of your readings?

A note for group leaders: this book resists neat resolution by design. If your group finds itself divided on
questions 1, 7, 8, or 9 in particular — that’s not a sign you've missed something. It may be closer to the point.
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