The
book club

words terri-jane dow

For this issue, we’ve been reading Emma Glass’s debut
novel, Peach. As well as our regular London meet-up,
now in its new home at Housmans radical bookshop,
we also had groups in Sheffield and Nottingham. Of
course, we’ve also had a good chat with Emma about
her inspiration behind the novel and what she thinks of
people’s reactions to it… 
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#ohcobookclub

Peach

has some graphic rape content and divided book club opinion.
The story begins as Peach staggers home to her parent’s house. They don’t
even notice her walk in, as she takes herself up to her bedroom and “stitches”
herself back up, before she has to go back to college the next day and see
her boyfriend Green (who could be a tree). Her parents seem unable to keep
their hands off each other, and she also has a baby brother, who is described
like a jelly baby, sweet and sugary. The rest of the plot sees Peach try and get
over her attack, as her belly grows (she’s not pregnant, though) and Lincoln
(her attacker, who could be a sausage) make appearances when she is out and
about. Although we won’t spoil it for those who haven’t read it, the ending divided
us. Some saw it as tragic and some saw it as a new start for Peach...

“The narrative winds through Peach’s
experiences of trauma, then revenge,
by pulling us into her surreal world”
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We asked the London group what fruit they
would be. Mango was a popular choice

Meet the author
Terri-Jane Dow speaks to Emma Glass

Peach is unlike any other debut novel
that I’ve read for a very long time.
The narrative winds through the
title character’s exploration of her
experiences of trauma – and then of
revenge – but does so by pulling the
reader into a surreal world of her own.
I spoke to Emma on the phone, as she
had just returned from the Lahore
Literary Festival, to be welcomed back
to London by blizzards and an extreme
chill in the spring air. We chatted about
trudging through the city, and then
leapt into discussing Peach…
Do you think that the reaction to Peach
has been what you expected?
I think it’s been a lot more positive, to
be honest. I actually find it really hard to
think of myself as a writer, and it sits quite
uncomfortably with me, because it was
never really part of the plan for Peach
to be published. I’m obviously delighted,
but I wasn’t really expecting it. Initially
I was quite worried about the reaction,
but lots of people have reached out to me,
which has been really nice. When I think
back to what I wanted from the book,
I wanted people to react, and I think
that you can learn a lot from negative
comments as long as you don’t take them
too personally.
I’ve seen the book described as a
novella, and a prose poem, and a short
story. Do you think that categorising it

changes what people go into
it expecting?
I feel quite inhibited by the boxes that
writers get put into. I’m most put off by
the term ‘literary fiction’, like it’s going
to be very high-brow and difficult to
understand, and I never set out for that.
But equally, I didn’t set out for it to be a
novella, or a prose poem. I knew it was
stream of consciousness, but that’s a term
that is starting to mean less. I was also
quite conscious that the style of writing
is quite demanding on a reader, and it’s
quite easy for it to be too much. It’s a very
intense experience, and I think if it was
longer, the effect wouldn’t work as well.
I’m quite happy with it being called
a novella. It’s a really wonderful thing
to see lots more shorter novels out there,
being eaten up in an afternoon.
It’s quite underrated to be able to
completely immerse yourself in a world
for a few hours and read something from
start to finish.
Exactly. It’s rare to have the opportunity
to do that, like you would watch a movie.
It really works for this sort of book,
because it’s so image driven, so you can
see it as a feature-length thing.
Writer, George Saunders said that your
“fearlessness renews one’s sense of
the power of literature”. Peach is a very
different sort of book compared to lots
of writing that’s out at the moment – do

you think it is the fearlessness to just
embrace the surreal aspects of it that
is needed?
Some people have said that Peach is a
bit too different, but I started writing it at
university, so that’s sort of 2008, as part
of a creative writing module. Alongside it,
I was reading a lot of modernism: James
Joyce, TS Eliot, Gertrude Stein, people
doing really ground-breaking, avantgarde writing that was really exciting.
I was really taken by the use of
language, and I found it frustrating in the
writing course that a lot of ideas were
an iteration of something that I’d heard,
or read, before. I didn’t want to do that.
I didn’t have the ability to do it, I don’t
now. It doesn’t come naturally to me in
that way. The character of Peach came
very easily, it wasn’t until much later that
I picked up on what had happened to
her. I realised that it wouldn’t work in a
standard kind of world, so that’s where
the surrealist aspects came in.
I think if I had finished it ten years
ago and tried to get it looked at, I might
have been laughed at. The books that
were popular then were traditional
storytelling, which there’s of course always
a place for, but things like Max Porter’s
Grief is the Thing with Feathers, and
Eimear McBride’s A Girl is a Half-formed
Thing were much later. People have
drawn comparisons, and asked if I drew
inspiration from those books, and I’ve still
not read Eimear’s! What is inspiring 
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about those books is that they were
published, and they were so successful,
and it’s encouraging to see that people
are hungry for something different.
Do you think that recent conversations
around women’s ownership over their
own bodies played into Peach’s story
more when you came back to it than
when you first started?
Yes, absolutely. Picking it back up
was very easy because I really felt
connected with the narrative voice and
the characters, but it kind of only really

someone might be able to connect to it,
and get some catharsis from it. I have had
people tell me that they couldn’t finish it,
and I understand, but I hope that people
who do read it get some strength from it.
As a final question, if we take the
characters literally – so Peach really is
a peach and Mr Custard, her teacher, is
made of custard – if you were a character
in your book, what would you be?
That’s the best question! I have lots
of favourite characters, and actually
Peach isn’t one of them. I really like

“It’s talking directly to victims of abuse,
and I take responsibility for that”
struck me that I’d written a book that
could potentially be seen as feminist, or
with the overwhelming themes of sexual
assault and revenge, when a friend
pointed it out to me. I hadn’t really seen
that. I was aware that it was a theme, of
course, but now it feels really timely and
I think it’s attracted people’s attention
because of that.
It’s talking directly to victims of sexual
assault, and I take responsibility for that.
It may not have been my intention, but
people have responded to those elements
of the book. And what I hope is that
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Green. I also love Sid the Cat (who was
named Gin until the very last revision,
but my mum was very cross that he was
named after her real-life pet cat, so I
changed it). I love Sid because he’s the
only one with a human name.
If I could insert myself into Peach’s
world, I would like to be a fruit, because
I like that fruits have this one moment
when they’re the most beautiful and
delicious thing in the world, but they don’t
hang around for long. I would probably
choose to be a strawberry, and I would
have the name… Strawb. 

For our next
#ohcobookclub,
we’ll be discussing
Bleaker House by Nell Stevens
When Nell Stevens was given the
opportunity to spend three months
in a location of her choice to write
her novel, she was determined to
rid herself of all distractions. So
she travelled to Bleaker Island
(official population: two) in the
Falklands where she would write
2,500 words a day...
Funny and honest, Bleaker House
is part memoir, part travelogue, part
story collection. It’s an exploration
of the narrow spaces between real
life and fiction and, in the end, a
book about failing to write a novel,
but finally becoming a writer.

Come join us
If you’re in London, pop into
Housmans radical bookshop in Kings
Cross to pick up Bleaker House
with 20% off. Keep an eye on our
social media for the next London,
Nottingham and Sheffield meet-ups.
If you’d like to host one elsewhere,
email our book club editor terri-jane@
icebergpress.co.uk for more info.

