
Shelf Indulgence is a book column from award-winning 

Wirral novelist, Margaret Murphy, who also pens 

forensic thrillers as A.D. Garrett. In this regular feature, 

Margaret recommends two books across a range of 

styles and genres and a mixture of new and old. 

NEGOTIATING WITH THE DEAD by Margaret Atwood 

Cambridge University Press, ISBN-13: 978-0521662604

Atwood is famed for her award-winning novels, but 

she is also a poet, academic, and a brilliant  

essayist. In 2000 she delivered the Empson 

Lectures at Cambridge University which, edited, 

became as a series of essays in Negotiating with 

the Dead. The book is divided into six chapters 

– each devoted to one aspect of the Writer’s Life 

(‘If that’s not an oxymoron,’ Atwood quips). She 

references other writers widely, from Dante and 

Chaucer to John Irving and Elmore Leonard, all with 

a refreshing absence of literary snobbishness. Atwood has perfect pitch 

when communicating with her readers and while Grimm’s fairy tales 

and Mesopotamian myths also feature, the whole is nicely balanced by 

anecdotes and pithy observations from her own experiences.

Told in her witty, sometimes laconic, style (I can hear her voice in my 

head as I read!) what emerges is part memoir, part essay, and  

completely absorbing. In the penultimate chapter, Atwood tells the story 

of the first books she ever wrote. The description of how she came to 

be reunited with those little, hand-sewn texts fifty years later, is magical 

and deeply moving. “Books,” she says, “must travel from reader to 

reader in order to stay alive.” What a beautiful sentiment.

Join the conversation with @adgarrett1 on Twitter, and 

www.adgarrett.com 

JANE EYRE by Charlotte Brontë 

Penguin Classics, ISBN-13: 978-0141441146

Jane Eyre was essential secondary school reading 

in my day, but times change. So why should 21st 

century readers want to read about an orphan girl 

growing up in early Victorian times? Dear Reader, 

read on… 

Of its time, Jane Eyre was daring, innovative, and 

even contentious. The first section was among the 

earliest written from a child’s viewpoint, and Brontë 

completely immerses the reader in Jane’s world.

Though “poor, obscure, plain and little”, Jane is loyal, kind, brave, and 

steadfast, with a great heart and an indomitable spirit. Though diffident, 

she has an immutable sense of justice, and she adheres to her morals 

even when it puts her in physical peril.

Cast off by her embittered aunt, she survives the brutal regime of 

school for orphans and at eighteen becomes governess to the ward of 

Mr Rochester at Thornfield Hall. What follows is often termed a Gothic 

romance, though Jane Eyre could not be a more unconventional  

heroine. It is also a supernatural tale and a satisfying mystery that still 

has the power to delight and thrill. Who is the sinister Grace Poole,  

who creeps about at night, setting fires? What hold has she over Mr 

Rochester? An important influence on my own writing, every reading 

of Jane Eyre provides something new to admire – chief of which is 

Brontë’s ability to make the reader feel deeply for her characters.
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We know that life is constantly changing and that nothing lasts 

forever. In many ways this is a tough and sad reality. Most of us find 

it hard to accept that we will grow old, that loved ones will pass on, 

that children grow up and leave home. You know the types of things 

that I am talking about. Sad but true!

Please read on as I have good news for you. The Bible teaches that 

God made us with an eternal soul, the real person, and though the 

body ends in physical death, the soul lives on. Many people don’t 

believe this any more. Stephen Hawking, British physicist and  

author dismisses the notion of an afterlife. He once said:  

“I regard the brain as a computer which will stop working when its  

components fail. There is no heaven or afterlife for broken down 

computers; that is a fairy story for people afraid of the dark.” 

This argument sounds very feasible, especially when proposed by 

such an intelligent man. It does, however, ignore the fact that we 

are not just biological computers. It ignores man’s consciousness, 

which the best of brains have grappled with but have to admit is  

beyond their explanation. Consciousness cannot be defined in  

purely physiological terms. Add to this the evidence for the  

supernatural and the spiritual and you have many questions  

which unaided we will struggle to answer. 

Let me remind you of a book which has for generations provided 

answers that could not find their source solely in the mind of a  

human being – the Bible. It is easy to dismiss the Bible as the  

purely the writings of men but that would not be doing justice to 

the information it contains, its origins and the consistency of its 

message. The Bible has an inbuilt testing system of prediction and 

fulfilment, which either stands or falls on the substantive evidence 

of archaeology, science, history, geography and social development. 

There have been no developments to date in any of these disciplines 

which have produced evidence which undermines the truthfulness 

and probity of the Bible.

If all of this is true, may I suggest that we should pay more attention 

to what it teaches about life, death, the afterlife, God etc. One of the 

books of the Bible (John’s Gospel) specifically states that it was 

written “that we might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 

God and that believing you might have life through his name”. 

My prayer is that this will be the outcome if you choose to read the 

Bible for yourself.

Visit www.findingthemissingpeace.co.uk to 

discover how to have peace with God and for 

bible teaching articles for Christians.
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