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THE BRONDESBURY Tapestry by Helen Harris (Halban, £11.99) is tragicomedy with a 

small “t” set within a life stories group at a North London community centre against an 

Austerity Britain background, with social divides, welfare cuts, and shabby, run-down 

facilities. 

The main problem is that some of Harris’s characters, narrating their lives, make for pretty 

poor storytellers. A hazardous technique that can descend at times into tedious writing. 

Sabine’s story, for example, is of a mother from Belgium stuck in what we suspect to be an 

emotionally abusive marriage, but manages to make a childhood marred by incest sound 

bland. 

This is a shame, because there should be something gripping about the lives of characters 

populating fiction (not to mention “real” lives) given the writer’s licence to reveal inner lives 

that outwardly remain secret. 

But, while Sabine’s story falls flat, others do take hold. And the novel mostly fares better 

when Harris the storyteller takes over. 

There is Pearl, who has raised her grandson Kai on the local estate, and is terrified he will 

turn to drink and drugs just as his mother has; meddlesome Iris, an octogenarian snob and a 

selfish mother who still lusts for younger men, and Dorothy, a former librarian, who lived 

and breathed her library, until the Council shut it down (yep, to make way for a new luxury 

development site). 

Dorothy nearly falls apart, but is saved by a position leading a local life-stories class, where 

she resorts to inventing a ridiculous Russian heritage in order to save face. What she fails to 

see, of course, is that the actual life she has led, with all its disappointments and small 

sorrows, is much more interesting than the invented one. 

At her best, Harris brings out the flawed humanity in characters we can all recognise in our 

lives, whether we identify with them or not. Mostly, they are the stories of women, not 

always likeable or kind but, in their own ways, formidable. Women who have been let down 

— by husbands, children or life in general. This is what happens after the happy ever after: 

the relationship breakdowns, the growing old, the lives that continue to trudge along, day 

after day, month after month, year after year and it’s a powerful, even heroic theme. 

Unfortunately, however, not all of The Brondesbury Tapestry’s threads are colourful. 
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