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Introduction


As a child, I used to get into trouble with my parents if I forgot to bring a book with me any time we left the house. The dentist, a long car journey, in a restaurant on holiday: they were doing what they could to shield me from the horrifying prospect of having three minutes to spare with nothing to read. Sometimes, when our family had had a particularly busy or difficult day, my mum and dad would go as far as to compel us to read while we were eating, too: ‘Supper’s ready, bring your book!’, they would shout up the stairs. To others, it may have seemed strange, even unfriendly; I, however, felt like the luckiest girl in the world. Decades later, I maintain a close-to-psychotic compulsion to carry a book around wherever I go. I even took The Pursuit of Love by Nancy Mitford with me to the hospital when I went into labour with my first baby – you know, just in case I got bored in between contractions (it won’t surprise you to know that I didn’t even crack the spine).


Sometimes, though, I wake up in the night worrying about all the books that I won’t have time to read before I die. Will I take my last breath wishing I’d spent that long weekend in February immersed in Zadie Smith, rather than irritated by Jonathan Franzen? Entertained by Elizabeth Gaskell rather than filled with ennui by Herman Melville? I mean, probably, yes, but there’s nothing I can do about it now. The dilemma of What to Read Next can become overwhelming, can’t it? Paralyzing, even. Flummoxed and exhausted by book recommendations from friends, newspapers and social media, you give in and buy the latest new release that ‘everyone’ says is a masterpiece. However, a couple of chapters in, you find yourself flinging it across the room in frustration, thinking there is something wrong with you. Well, I am here to tell you that it’s not you; it’s the book. Maybe it’s (whisper it) not actually very good; maybe it doesn’t suit your current mood, or your current age, or your current pyjamas. And you know what? That’s just fine.


‘To everything there is a season,’ according to chapter three of Ecclesiastes, and books are no exception. Centuries of tradition have made us feel one way in early spring, when the sun peeps out for the first time in ages and the earliest flowers begin to emerge out of the ground, but another way in the dreary days of winter when everyone is hunkered down, eating crisps and feeling depressed. Our reading habits naturally shift accordingly, inspiring us to reach for different kinds of novels at different times of the year.


This is where The Literary Almanac comes in. The ultimate reading list for book lovers everywhere, it offers a seasonal structure to take you through the calendar year. Each book has been selected to chime with a specific month, opening our imaginations to the different seasons and rhythms of our world and signposting the passage of time. From The Count of Monte Cristo to snuggle up with on long winter nights to My Brilliant Friend on the beach in high summer to Diary of a Provincial Lady to get you through a family Christmas while eating too much chocolate and trying to avoid chit-chat, I hope you will find oodles of inspiration within these pages. And so, when next faced with the groaning tables of your local bookshop as the shop assistant tries to recommend a new Czech novel in translation (‘Although I also have the untranslated version, if you’re interested. . .’), you can instead allow the seasons to guide your choice, rather than your fear of offending the delightful young person in question.


Contained within the pages of The Literary Almanac are more than three hundred suggestions of what to read and when. Every book featured is one that I love and adore with a passion and I am confident that you will, too. In my view, the point of reading novels is – well, firstly for fun, but secondly to explain how the world works, to help us understand why people behave the way they do. I can’t guarantee that you will want to clutch all of my recommendations to your bosom in joy and admiration, but you will find, I promise, that they open you up to a world of insight and empathy. As you turn to page one of Childhood by Tove Ditlevsen in February or The Moonstone by Wilkie Collins in October, you can be confident that there is no better time to embark upon that particular reading adventure.


Quite recently, the same daughter to whom I’d given birth while not reading The Pursuit of Love insisted on taking one of the longest in Rick Riordan’s series of Percy Jackson books to a Beyoncé concert. You know, ‘just in case’. I was about to object; I mean, who takes a book to a Beyoncé concert?! But then I realized that we do – our family – that’s who. Off we went, my daughter carrying an enormous, heavy hardback under her arm, a picture of a dragon on the cover. To others, it may have seemed strange, even unfriendly; I hope she, however, felt like the luckiest girl in the world.
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NEW YEAR’S RESOLUTIONS




First, to have none. Not to be tied.


Second, to be free & kindly with myself, not goading it to parties: to sit rather privately reading in the studio.


To make a good job of The Waves [the novel Virginia Woolf was writing at the time].


To care nothing for making money.


As for Nelly [Virginia Woolf’s housekeeper], to stop irritation by the assurance that nothing is worth irritation: if it comes back, she must go. Then not to slip this time into the easiness of letting her stay.


Then – well the chief resolution is the most important – not to make resolutions. Sometimes to read, sometimes not to read. To go out yes – but stay at home in spite of being asked. As for clothes, I think to buy good ones.





The Diary of Virginia Woolf


January 2, 1931
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There’s something very special about being the first. The first woman, the first step, the first bite, the first kiss, the first month. In my experience, January is also the most reading-y (yes, that is the technical term) of months. What else is there to do, post-Christmas? The cupboards are empty, the wine rack is depleted, the bank account is unhappy, and you are a saint if you’re able to be in the same room as your significant other without wanting to start a fight (did you know that more people sign up to dating apps on the first Sunday in January than on any other day of the year?). Meanwhile, the nights are long, dark and cold; this is Mother Nature giving you permission to stay snuggled up on the sofa for as long as you like. I suggest you listen to Her.


So, take a deep breath and crack the spine of one of those long, long books you’ve been meaning to read for years: one full of fun and adventure, with a huge cast of characters and as many locations as a Grand Tour, to which adjectives like ‘jolly’ and ‘rollicking’ can be applied. This is not the moment for profundity, obtuseness or abstraction; this is the moment for radiating light like a glimpse of the moon through freshly snow-covered trees.


The aim is for a truly immersive experience: by the time you next raise your head from the page, you will have forgotten that the boiler has broken, there’s no hot water, and you can’t feel your toes.









The Count of Monte Cristo


BY ALEXANDRE DUMAS (1844, FIRST ENGLISH
TRANSLATION 1846 BY EMMA HARDY)


There seems to be an unspoken law that everyone who sees you reading The Count of Monte Cristo has to comment on its length. Having embarked on the more than twelve hundred pages of glorious adventure, you will find yourself not wanting this usually-so-depressing of months to end; your heart will sink when a friend messages you to suggest an outing with actual, real-life people. The horror! There is a whole world of literary excitement that needs you more.


Alexandre Dumas was born in 1802; his mother was the daughter of an innkeeper and his father was the first person of colour to reach the rank of general in the French army. His father inspired many of the themes in Dumas’s writing: having been taken prisoner in 1799 during the French Revolutionary Wars, Napoleon left him to languish in captivity until his wife eventually secured his release. He never fully recovered his health, however, and died when Alexandre was just four years old. No military pension was offered; instead, his young son was left with just the memory of a heroic but hugely wronged father. The Count of Monte Cristo can thus in some ways be viewed as a revenge fantasy come to life.


The Count of Monte Cristo is an adventure story for which the word ‘swashbuckling’ was surely invented. It is about a 19-year-old merchant sailor named Edmond Dantes who is wrongly accused of treason and imprisoned on an island in the middle of the sea. Fourteen years later he escapes, uncovers a fortune in buried treasure after a tip-off from the prisoner in the next cell, reinvents himself as the Count of Monte Cristo, then spends years exacting his revenge on those who plotted against him.


And what a thrilling ride it is! Dumas immerses the reader in the most glorious way: be a member of the carnival crowd in Rome, go to the opera in Paris, end up on a treasure island in the middle of the Mediterranean, smoke ‘the finest hashish of Alexandria’. The cast of characters includes a female serial poisoner, a drug addict, a secret lesbian, and any number of illegitimate children. The count himself maintains multiple identities and aliases, including Sinbad the Sailor, an English aristocrat named Lord Wilmore, an Italian priest, a banker and a Maltese sailor. As you may imagine, the plot of The Count of Monte Cristo is bonkersly complicated, but all the more gripping for the wonderful sense of escapism it offers. Dumas has a terrific line in aphorisms too, for example: ‘All human wisdom is contained in these two words – “wait” and “hope”.’


This is the sort of book you can only really get into on holiday or in hospital or in jail – that is, when you have a huge amount of time on your hands. Your usual reading routine of ten minutes in bed every night just will not work with a book as long as this, you would never be able to remember who any of the characters are. But that’s the thing with long books: the moment when you turn the last page is so rewarding! What a sense of satisfaction, as well as sweet, sweet loss – like you’ll miss all the characters as though they were friends.
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White Teeth


BY ZADIE SMITH (2000)


New Year’s Day is the setting for the opening scene of Zadie Smith’s White Teeth:




Early in the morning, late in the century, Cricklewood Broadway. At 06.27 hours on 1 January 1975, Alfred Archibald Jones was dressed in corduroy and sat in a fume-filled Cavalier Musketeer Estate face down on the steering wheel, hoping the judgement would not be too heavy upon him.





Yet it turns out that ‘it was second-chance time for Archie. . .’; the rest of this comic masterpiece by Zadie Smith follows Archie Jones and his best friend Samad Iqbal – a Bengali Muslim originally from Bangladesh whom he met when they both served in the same tank crew during the Second World War – as they and their families navigate London life in the dying years of the 20th century. White Teeth is, at its heart, a traditional family saga – like a cross between Salman Rushdie and Elizabeth Jane Howard, but funnier.


Zadie Smith was born in Willesden in north-west London to a Jamaican mother and an English father. At this point, I need to admit I have had an intense girl crush on Smith ever since I briefly dated a friend of hers at university. She was always the cleverest person in the room and it came as no surprise when she sold White Teeth to a publisher while we were still studying for exams; you bet it was the talk of the student bar. Okay, please now enjoy the spectacle of me trying, but inevitably failing, not to gush.


Smith is clear with the reader about the theme of the book: ‘the myth, the wicked lie, that the past is always tense and the future, perfect. And as Archie knows, it’s not like that. It’s never been like that.’ This is typical of her writing: a play on words that also works on a genuinely profound level. She is able to carve wit and meaning out of a million different combinations of 26 letters to both move and amuse the reader, often within the same sentence. Take this great line, for example: ‘Greetings cards routinely tell us everybody deserves love. No. Everybody deserves clean water. Not everybody deserves love all the time.’ There is a cynicism wrapped up in a warmth about Smith’s world view that I admire and adore.


The north-west London milieu in which the novel is set is very much of its time, just as, say, Anthony Trollope was very much of his time in The Way We Live Now. Smith is clearly fascinated by the experience of the children of first-generation immigrants who grow up immersed in tales of their parents’ former lives, yet without feeling any real connection to them. Hers is a mostly positive depiction of multiculturalism and how it can work and even triumph within a local community.


White Teeth is a work of huge energy, humour and pace that is sometimes so over-the-top in the best possible way that it genuinely makes you feel happy to be alive. You know the words that best sum it up, though? Joyful. Hopeful. Like a new day is dawning.
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Top five books set at New Year


1/Sir Gawain and the Green Knight


by an unknown author (14th century)


Travel back to Camelot on New Year’s Day, when the feasting knights are interrupted by a green giant up for a fight. Sir Gawain rudely decapitates him, but the giant manages to pick up his own head and challenge Sir Gawain to a return fight in exactly a year. Note: this is a text to flick through for the feel of it, rather than one to read word for word.


2/Middlemarch


by George Eliot (1871)


The Vincys throw a ‘thoroughly friendly’ New Year’s Day party: ‘. . .the Vincy children all dined at the table. . . the party was a merry one. . .the drawing-room was given up to music and games, while whist-tables were prepared in the quiet room on the other side of the hall.’ Meanwhile, in the parlour, the children are entranced by a re-telling of the story of Rumpelstiltskin. It is a vivid picture of 19th-century provincial life in this most beloved of books.


3/The Children of Men


by P D James (1992)


Warning: not for the easily dispirited. On New Year’s Day 2021, the last human to be born on Earth is killed in a pub fight; panic ensues due to a pandemic having made everyone infertile. Desperately dystopian, brilliantly gripping.


4/Forever


by Judy Blume (1975)


Soon-to-be young lovers Katherine and Michael meet at a New Year’s Eve party, then spend excruciating months trying to decide whether to sleep together. A touching classic of the teenage years, ideally read while hiding from your parents.


5/Bridget Jones’s Diary


by Helen Fielding (1996)


Like the best kind of lover: funny, surprising and rewards repeated return visits.
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Two stories of
snow and solitude


The Alberta Trilogy by Cora Sandel (1926)


A central theme of Cora Sandel’s novels, first published in Norway in the 1920s but not translated into English until the 1960s, is the impact of a cold climate on the human heart. The first in the trilogy is called Alberta and Jacob: it tells the story of a young woman suffering under the influence of the patriarchy that dominated 19th-century Norwegian society. A houseguest named Frederick asks Alberta, ‘You’re not going to tell me you can live solely on the light and the memory of a few sun-filled nights and – let us say – tea and a little local gossip and a little handiwork?’ And yet millions of young women worldwide nourished their minds and their souls with not much more. Frederick continues, ‘But what have you got besides the most banal social life?’ What indeed, Alberta wonders, but she is angry and snaps back at him provocatively, ‘We have cards and toddy’, though afterwards she finds herself feeling grateful towards him for even noticing that she is unhappy. With echoes of many other novels about a bored, stifled young woman trying to escape her circumstances despite what society decrees (Anna Karenina, Madame Bovary, My Brilliant Friend. . .), but with lots more snow, The Alberta Trilogy is a fascinating entry into the canon of Scandinavian literature.
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The Secret Scripture by Sebastian Barry (2008)


If your mood for January is less about fluttering snowflakes and more about bitter Irish coffee, then this is the novel for you. Dismal and bleak, just like the month in question can be when viewed from a particular angle, this is the story of an old lady who has been a long-term resident in a mental hospital in the west of Ireland. In interviews, Barry has said that he came up with the idea on a road trip: ‘We were driving through Sligo, and my mother pointed out a hut and told me that was where my great-uncle’s first wife had lived before being put into a lunatic asylum by the family. She knew nothing more, except that she was beautiful.’ This desperately sad and moving novel is the perfect vehicle for Barry’s allusive, emotive prose, which is more like poetry really but without the trickiness.
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February is a suitable month for dying. Everything around is dead, the trees black and frozen so that the appearance of green shoots two months hence seems preposterous, the ground hard and cold, the snow dirty, the winter hateful, hanging on too long.


Anna Quindlen, One True Thing (1994)





Ugh, February. What a horrible month it is. Way past Christmas but not yet spring, it is surely only ski enthusiasts who can muster any fondness for it (in the northern hemisphere at least, February does indeed often boast the best snow). For the rest of us, it is a grim and gruelling 28-day slog, definitely justifying its Latin derivation from the word februare, meaning to purify or purge. At least it has the decency to be the shortest month of the year. Halfway through, it attempts to atone for its sins by offering up Valentine’s Day, but I, for one, won’t be tricked by this distraction. I prefer instead to embrace the gloominess. In February I want to read titles that are puritanical in every sense of the word (which is perhaps why I so often reach for Victorian novels in particular) in the knowledge that, with the inexorable passing of the hours and days, change is coming. The occasional sighting of a snowdrop is proof of this, hence they are known in some local areas as ‘fair maids of February’.


All we can do is put one foot in front of the other, turn one page after the other, and just get through. On we plod until we spy a glimmer of light, or perhaps even the first bluebells.









The Scarlet Letter


BY NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE (1850)


Nathaniel Hawthorne invented a new genre of American literature with The Scarlet Letter: the psychological novel. It is bleak. It is melodramatic. It is to be read on a dull, grey afternoon after you’ve had soup for lunch but before you’ll allow yourself a cup of tea and a biscuit.


The novel is set in Massachusetts Bay Colony in the 1640s. We meet Hester Prynne who, after her husband goes to Amsterdam and she doesn’t hear from him for two years, falls into a relationship with the pastor that results in a child, Pearl. Hester is punished for her behaviour by the local magistrates, who are considered lenient when they do not sentence her to death. Instead, as a neighbour observes, ‘in their great mercy and tenderness of heart, they have doomed Mistress Prynne to stand only a space of three hours on the platform of the pillory, and then and thereafter, for the remainder of her natural life, to wear a mark of shame. . .’ Hester appears on the scaffold having sewn her ‘mark of shame’ herself: a scarlet-coloured letter A, ‘so fantastically embroidered and illuminated upon her bosom. It had the effect of a spell, taking her out of the ordinary relations with humanity, and enclosing her in a sphere by herself.’ The rest of her life is spent attempting to redeem herself and her daughter in the eyes of the appallingly judgmental society in which she finds herself trapped.


The style of writing in The Scarlet Letter is undoubtedly old-fashioned, but stick with it because it is a fascinating historical document of what life was like in 17th-century New England: how people spoke, what they wore, the jobs they did, even the plants they used to make medicine. What is most shocking, however, is the code of conduct under which they were all expected to behave. There was certainly no sense of ‘live and let live’. The moral rigidity! The hypocrisy! The interfering! And yet, the way society shames those who do not live within its narrow strictures is highly relevant to today – just glance at any number of social media outlets for even a millisecond. One of the book’s main themes is the struggle between the law of nature versus the law of man, arguing that the latter is primarily just a social construct to keep everyone in line. Most of all, though, it is a furious attack on Puritanism – both the upper-case kind and the lower-case kind.
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