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Awe-inspiring and
heart-breaking

Train Dreams

By Denis Johnson (Granta
Books, £12.99)

u After losing

© hiswife and

| baby daughter

to a wildfire

| thatravaged

~ | muchofthe

0; valley in which
=) they lived,

Robert

Grainer labours to rebuild his

life during the transformation

of early 20th century North

West America, in this Pulitzer

shortlisted novella.

Moving slowly and not
burdened by over-explanation
or description, it is an astonish-
ingly gripping read.

Johnson's simple writing
allows you to focus on the
tragedy of Grainer, who
struggles to adapt to an ever-
changing world.

Having lost all that matters,
he seeks comfort in his own
company and falls into a life of
solitude, almost completely
void of the complications of
human interaction.

Sleeping naked outside and
howling at the night to
encourage wolf cubs, some
may argue he goes mad.

Awe-inspiring and heart-
breaking, exciting and
humbling, thisis a recom-
mended read.

Wayne Walls

Valentine Grey
By Sandi Toksvig (Virago,

. Those who
| have been
i. waiting
| patiently since
| Toksvig's last
o E novel for
TORSViG | adultsare
. Tewarded with
it s this gem, as
the Danish-writer-turned-
national-treasure createsa
page-turner that moves,
delights and horrifies in equal
measure.

Setat the turn of the 20th
century, the book sees cousins
Valentine and Reggie Grey
united in a desire for forbidden
pleasures: she for the freedom
and excitement denied to her
gender, he for his lover - music
hall star Frank.

As the Boer War ragesin
South Africa, Valentine seizes
her chance to take Reggie's
place at the front ina move
that will shape both their
futures in unforeseen ways.

Although Toksvig occasion-
ally gives way to authorial
outrage at the worst atrocities
of Victorian life, and a string of
coincidences make it hard to
suspend disbelief at fimes, the
loveable characters and

excellent writing will keep you
gripped.
Sarah Warwick

The Further Tale Of
Peter Rabbit

By Emma Thompson (Freder-

It'sa brave
move ta.bring
' backa well-

- loved

.~ children’s
character and

. plck up where
Beatrix Potter left off, but
actress Thompson succeeds.

The young Peter is moping
(his ears are delightfully
drooping in the beautiful
illustration by Eleanor Taylor)
and tells Benjamin'Bunny he .
needs a change of scene.

Aster falling asleepina
picnic basket, which is carried
off on a cart, he finds himself in
Scotland and in the company
of vegetable-tossing Finlay
McBurney. Peter ends up
challenging Finlay to a spot of
radish hurling, but all's well
that ends well. Potter would
surely have approved of
Thompson's tale, but it will
never eclipse the original.
Kate Whiting

From MTV To Mecca

By Kristiane Backer (Arcadia

z provokmg
i memoir
written by
former MTV
presenter
Backer.

Against the backdrop of the
party scene of celebrity 7
London in the 1990s, Backer
tells her story of becoming a
Muslim. She is introduced to
Islam during a trip to Pakistan,
led by cricketer Imran Khan.

Through him and the
associates she meets during
her travels, Backer is drawn to
away of life in which total
submission to a higher being is
the path to true happiness.

Backer converts to Islam,
and undertakes one of the
religion’s defining practices -
pilgrimage to Mecca.

Backer's conversion is not
without difficulties. She
encounters prejudice and
ostracism, but the honesty she ~
imparts, in particular through
her exploration of the status of
women in Islam, is refreshing,

Backer manages to produce
a sincere account of the
experiences of a Muslim
convert.

Liz Ellis
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