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About the Book

Three sisters, a brother, and their children assemble at their country house. And as we all know, 
family holidays are rarely straightforward… 

These three weeks may be their last time there; the upkeep is prohibitive, and they may be 
forced to sell this beloved place filled with memories of their shared past (their mother took 
them there to live when she left their father). 

Sophisticated and sleek, Roland’s new wife (his third) arouses his sisters’ jealousies and insecu-
rities. Kasim, the twenty-year-old son of Alice’s ex-boyfriend, becomes enchanted with Molly, 
Roland’s sixteen-year-old daughter. Fran’s young children make an unsettling discovery in a 
dilapidated cottage in the woods that shatters their innocence. Passion erupts where it’s least 
expected, levelling the quiet self-possession of Harriet, the eldest sister.

Over the course of this summer holiday, the family’s stories and silences intertwine, small dis-
turbances build into familial crises, and a way of life - bourgeois, literate, ritualised - winds 
down to its inevitable end.

About the Author

Tessa Hadley is the author of six highly praised novels, Accidents in the Home, which was short-
listed for the Guardian First Book Award, Everything Will Be All Right, The Master Bedroom, 
The London Train, Clever Girl and The Past and two collections of stories, Sunstroke and 
Married Love. She lives in London and is Professor of Creative Writing at Bath Spa University. 
Her stories appear regularly in the New Yorker and other magazines.  
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Reading Group Questions

1) Did you have a favourite character? If so, who and why?

2) Did you have a favourite moment in the novel? If so, when and why? 

3) Discuss the presentation of sex in the novel. 

4) Look at the role of pairs in the novel: do you think Hadley deliberately shapes the narrative 
around shifting pairs? How does this work, exactly? 

5) Leading on from your discussion of pairs; discuss the role of minor characters like the Pattens 
and Mikey Waller. What do you think they bring to such a tightly woven ensemble piece?

6) Many online reviews describe the book as having little or no plot, yet highly compelling. Do 
you agree? How do you define plot in relation to novels?

7) Discuss the role of Kington in the novel, and contrast it to the role of the cottage. Do you 
think these inanimate objects become freighted with significance: if so, do you think this was a 
deliberate move by the author, and is it effective?

8) Discuss the role of the outsider in the novel, with regards to this quote from the New York 
Times Book Review: ‘Because the Crane children are so intensely self-aware, we are thus 
presented with a double-mirroring effect: Not only do Kasim and Pilar privately reflect on this 
“archetypally English” scene, but each of the Cranes indulges in speculation as to how their 
family must appear to their guests.’ Do you agree?

9) ‘They knew one another well, all too well, and yet they were all continually surprised by the 
forgotten difficult twists and turns of one another’s personalities, so familiar as soon as they 
appeared.’
How do you think Hadley presents and paces these forgotten twists? How do you think the 
lengthy flashback section of the novel contributes to this? Do you find the flashback to the past 
effective? What do you think the author was trying to achieve?

10) ‘The contrast of age and youth is insistent, and yet Hadley may also be making a deeper 
point about differences in male and female attitudes to the possibility of change. Whereas the 
men – a vicar-poet, a journalist, an academic – are often pompous and theoretical in their ap-
proach to life, the women are instinctively warmer, more grounded and open to forgiveness.’ 
Tony Quinn, Guardian Review of The Past
 Do you agree with this assertion? Discuss with reference to both parts of the narrative (the 
present and the past)
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Read the following Seamus Heaney poem, and compare it with the narrative around Ivy, 
Arthur and the body of Mitzi in the cottage. Are they grappling with the same sense of 
loss of innocence, or something subtly different?  

Blackberry Picking

Late August, given heavy rain and sun 
For a full week, the blackberries would ripen. 
At first, just one, a glossy purple clot 
Among others, red, green, hard as a knot. 
You ate that first one and its flesh was sweet 
Like thickened wine: summer’s blood was in it 
Leaving stains upon the tongue and lust for 
Picking. Then red ones inked up and that hunger 
Sent us out with milk cans, pea tins, jam-pots 
Where briars scratched and wet grass bleached our boots. 
Round hayfields, cornfields and potato-drills 
We trekked and picked until the cans were full, 
Until the tinkling bottom had been covered 
With green ones, and on top big dark blobs burned 
Like a plate of eyes. Our hands were peppered 
With thorn pricks, our palms sticky as Bluebeard’s. 

We hoarded the fresh berries in the byre. 
But when the bath was filled we found a fur, 
A rat-grey fungus, glutting on our cache. 
The juice was stinking too. Once off the bush 
The fruit fermented, the sweet flesh would turn sour. 
I always felt like crying. It wasn’t fair 
That all the lovely canfuls smelt of rot. 
Each year I hoped they’d keep, knew they would not.
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Suggestions for Wider Discussion: 

‘Women’s Fiction’

Read Hadley’s comment below on the so-called genre of ‘women’s fiction’ and discuss. Some 
starting points for this discussion might include:

• Whether there is such a thing as ‘women’s fiction’
• Whether such a category should exist in the modern world
• Whether this book ought to fall into such a category if one exists
• Where you would put this book in a bookshop 

‘It’s such a hornet’s nest, but absolutely fascinating to me as well: the whole thing that, if you’re 
a woman, and you write about families and relationships, you have to do a bit of work to make 
sure people don’t dismiss you. You have to place yourself, to say: “These are thinking books.” 
… I think there’s an interesting genre at the moment of perceptive, intelligent, literate and yet 
somehow samey books.‘

(Taken from a 2011 Guardian interview) 

‘Likeable Characters’

Read Hadley’s comment below on the modern reader-led demand for likeable characters and 
discuss. Some starting points for this discussion might include:

• Do you think people really want likeable characters? Do you?
• Did you like any characters in The Past? Did it matter?
• Are there any books you can think of where you have hated every character and enjoyed         
 the book, and if so, what made it work?

‘In a book in which everybody really was nice… Nothing would happen. You need friction to 
get a story going. Friction is what we are. None of us are that nice, or good, and if you can’t 
get that down, it isn’t true. There is a deeper issue, though. We might not want characters to 
be saintly or sweet, but we want to engage in them in some way. I have read books where I’ve 
disliked a character and so couldn’t like the book. If I own up, I can’t really read Philip Roth: I 
find myself so violently at odds with his protagonists.’
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Further Reading

Leaping back and forth in time:
A House in Paris by Elizabeth Bowen (from which the plot of this book is taken)
Life After Life by Kate Atkinson 
The Versions of Us by Laura Barnett

Unhappy families
The Green Road by Anne Enright 
A Spool of Blue Thread by Anne Tyler 
The Lives of Others by Neel Mukherjee 
Lila by Marilynne Robinson

Unfussy prose
Collected Stories by Alice Munro
Collected Stories by Katherine Mansfield
Hotel du Lac by Anita Brookner
Illyrian Spring by Ann Bridge
They Were Sisters by Dorothy Whipple


