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    J.K. Rowling is an English writer famous the world over for her Harry Potter book series. She was born in Gloucestershire in 1965 and wrote stories as a child before studying French and Classics at Exeter University. Her earlier career took her to Portugal, where she taught English as a foreign language, but she returned to the UK when her marriage to a Portuguese journalist failed. Struggling to make ends meet for herself and her daughter, she began writing what would become the Harry Potter series in cafés. By the turn of the century she was a hugely successful children’s author.


    The Casual Vacancy, published in 2012, is Rowling’s first novel for adults. She has written four crime novels to date centring on private detective Cormoran Strike. She used the nom de plume Robert Galbraith so as to hide her authorship of the novels, to see if they could be successful without her famous identity attached to them. When she was revealed as the true author, sales naturally skyrocketed. Rowling also has a career in film, working as a producer on the last few films in the Harry Potter franchise and turning her hand to screenwriting for the Fantastic Beasts film franchise, an expansion of her Harry Potter universe.

  


  
    THE CASUAL VACANCY


    A TRAGICOMIC NOVEL


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Rowling, J.K. (2012) The Casual Vacancy. London: Little, Brown.


      	1st edition: 2012
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    Given that The Casual Vacancy was written by one of the richest and most famous authors who has ever lived, it was a highly anticipated publication. Reviews of the novel were mixed, but one million copies were sold in English within a month of publication. In 2015 the novel was adapted into a three-part television series broadcast on the BBC.


    The novel is set in Pagford, a small parish council in the South West. The events of the novel are triggered by the death of Barry Fairbrother, a parish councillor who was born in the nearby council estate ‘the Fields’ and climbed the social ladder to live comfortably in middle-class Pagford with his family. Barry touched the lives of many people around him, and he is the thread that holds the novel together. His parish council seat – the ‘casual vacancy’ of the title – is bitterly contested between two rival factions: one that wishes to continue Barry’s legacy and one that seeks to destroy it.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE DEATH OF BARRY FAIRBROTHER


    The novel begins with the death of Barry Fairbrother, a local councillor, who collapses in a restaurant car park accompanied by his wife Mary. As the news of Barry’s fatal aneurysm spreads, his connections to almost everyone in the town are conveyed in the reactions of various characters. Many people are devastated, like Colin Wall, who, despite his social awkwardness, managed to forge a friendship with Barry. Parminder Jawanda, a GP and fellow councillor, is shocked at how painful she is finding the death of a friend. Krystal Weedon, meanwhile, tries to act like she does not care but is clearly deeply affected by the death of her rowing instructor-cum-mentor. Howard Mollison, on the other hand, is secretly thrilled at Barry’s death given that they were political opponents on the council.


    A subsection of the first part of the novel entitled ‘Olden Days’ lays out the central political schism that divides the community. The Fields is an impoverished council estate located between Pagford and Yarvil that belongs, for now, to the parish of Pagford. Barry Fairbrother was born in the Fields and worked his way up the social ladder to reside comfortably in Pagford. He is in favour of keeping the Fields a part of Pagford so that the estate’s residents can benefit from St Thomas’s, an excellent primary school in Pagford. Howard Mollison wants the Fields reassigned to Yarvil, the nearby town, as he does not want Pagford to have to deal with the social problems of the Fields. He is buoyed in his opinion by the fact that another pupil at St Thomas’s who came from the Fields, Krystal Weedon, punched his granddaughter Lexie so hard in the face when they were younger that she lost two teeth. The council was evenly divided on this issue before Barry’s death, but Howard now sees an opportunity to tip the balance in his favour.


    Meanwhile, three contenders for Barry’s empty seat emerge: Colin ‘Cubby’ Wall, who wants to continue his friend’s legacy; Simon Price, who mistakenly believes that being a councillor will pay handsomely in bribes; and Miles Mollison, Howard’s son. All three candidates lack the support of some of their family members. Tessa Wall thinks her husband is not stable enough, nor as charismatic as Barry, to fulfil the role. Colin’s adopted son Stuart (also known as Fats) despises his father and would not support him in any endeavour. Simon Price is abusive to his family, and his son Andrew (Fats’ best friend) detests his father and predicts that his election attempt will lead to family humiliation. Simon’s wife Ruth is encouraging, but only out of fear of her husband’s fist. Miles Mollison enjoys the devoted support of his parents Howard and Shirley, but enrages his frustrated wife Samantha, who loathes watching her boring husband slowly morph into her repulsive father-in-law.


    The political division in the community is joined by myriad divisions between individual Pagfordians. Shirley Mollison battles with her husband’s business partner Maureen for influence over Howard. Fats Wall truants in order to enrage his father and also ruthlessly bullies Sukhvinder Jawanda, Parminder’s daughter. Krystal struggles to make her heroin-addicted mother, Terri, see that if she relapses her younger brother Robbie will be taken into care. Newcomer Kay Bawden, who has moved to Pagford from London for a relationship, tries to make her relationship with the unwilling Gavin work while dealing with her daughter’s rage at being moved against her will. Even Mary Fairbrother is resentful of her late husband for neglecting his family in favour of helping Krystal Weedon and championing the Fields. These individual family battles and the wider political schism play out at Barry’s funeral.


    THE GHOST OF BARRY FAIRBROTHER


    Despite Howard’s hopes to simply install his son Miles in Barry’s empty seat, an election is called and the campaigns begin. Barry’s last project – a local newspaper interview with Krystal – limps on ahead, but Krystal finds it hard to explain the benefits of keeping the Fields in Pagford without her mentor there to guide her. Kay, who is the Weedons’ social worker, goes for dinner at the Mollisons’ and is outraged that they are in favour not only of reassigning the Fields to Yarvil, but also of closing down the Bellchapel addiction clinic, which will spell disaster for Krystal’s family. She joins Colin’s campaign and vows to help him keep Bellchapel open.


    Terri is struggling to keep clean in spite of Bellchapel’s help. When her grandmother Cath dies of a stroke – for which Parminder is unfairly blamed by many – she nearly relapses and is saved only by the fact that her dealer, Obbo, is out of town. When he returns she is persuaded by Krystal to not use again, but then fails to believe her daughter when Krystal is raped by Obbo. This leads Krystal to formulate a plan: by having her boyfriend Fats’ baby, she will be able to get her own council house away from her mother and keep her younger brother Robbie.


    Andrew, Sukhvinder and Gaia Bawden (Kay’s daughter) get jobs at the Mollisons’ café despite being the children of pro-Fielders. Andrew goes further in his own personal campaign against his father by hacking the parish council website and writing a post about his father’s purchase of stolen goods and the cash-in-hand work that he does after hours at his job. Andrew posts this under the name of ‘The_Ghost_of_Barry_Fairbrother’. His actions cause his father to withdraw his candidacy and take out his humiliation violently on his family. Andrew is still pleased with what he has achieved. He does, however, start to feel guilty later when his father loses his job.


    Sukhvinder is the next disgruntled child to use ‘The_Ghost_of_Barry_Fairbrother’ to punish her parent – in this case her mother, Parminder. Sukhvinder self-harms as a result of her mother’s disdainful treatment of her and Fats’ relentless bullying. Sick of her mother’s appalling treatment of her, Sukhvinder posts on the website that Parminder was in love with Barry Fairbrother. Fats is the next ‘ghost’ to humiliate a pro-Fielder. After overhearing his father say that he never wanted to adopt him, Fats decides to post about Colin’s OCD and resulting tendency to falsely convince himself that he is a paedophile.


    THE LEGACY OF BARRY FAIRBROTHER


    In spite of the attacks by Barry’s “ghost”, the pro-Fielders continue to work towards their political goals. A meeting at Tessa Wall’s house sees Kay brief Parminder on the statistics regarding the Bellchapel addiction centre, but Parminder finds her mind wandering. She wonders if she did have feelings for Barry, and concludes that, although she is vaguely of the political inclination that Bellchapel must remain open and the Fields a part of Pagford, her heart is not really in it. Colin is strongly in favour of Kay’s pro-Bellchapel arguments in relation to Terri Weedon even though he rails against her daughter Krystal at school. Parminder is unable to argue coherently in favour of her position at the next parish council meeting, instead accusing Howard Mollison of hypocrisy (he complains about the cost to the NHS of drug users even though he costs the health service a fortune because he over-eats) and storming out in tears. She is suspended for breaching doctor-patient confidentiality.


    On the day of the election the pro-Fielders go out to vote but their efforts are in vain, as Miles is elected. Samantha, who did not even vote for her husband, is forced to go to his election party, which is doubling as Howard’s birthday party, despite her best efforts to be out of town. She drinks too much and ends up kissing Andrew Price. Miles’ sister Pat, who is angry that her lesbian partner was not invited properly, shares Samantha’s disdain for Howard and Shirley. Pat also reveals to Andrew that she once caught Howard cheating on Shirley with Maureen. Andrew, who feels slightly guilty for getting his father fired, posts this information on the council website, again under the name of ‘The_Ghost_of_Barry_Fairbrother’.


    The morning after the party, chaos ensues. Samantha admits to a furious Miles that she did not vote for him and is unsure if she still loves him. Shirley sees the allegations of adultery against her husband, and plans to stab him with Andrew Price’s EpiPen. When she approaches him, however, she finds him having a heart attack. Gavin, having finally broken up with Kay, tells a mortified Mary that he is in love with her and is rebuffed. Krystal goes home to find that Obbo has stayed over and Terri has relapsed. She takes Robbie into Pagford and tries to get pregnant by Fats. Whilst the two are having sex, Robbie wanders off and falls in the river. Despite Sukhvinder jumping in to try and save him, Robbie dies. Krystal, in her despair, commits suicide by overdosing on her mother’s heroin and in doing so achieves “her only ambition: she had joined her brother where nobody could part them” (p.481).


    In the aftermath of the Weedons’ deaths, the people of Pagford reassess their lives, as people often do in the wake of a tragedy. Fats begins to question his behaviour and takes responsibility for all of the posts made by ‘The_Ghost_of_Barry_Fairbrother’ in an attempt to atone for his actions. Shirley attends to her recovering husband and takes her anger out on Maureen by overruling her ideas for the business in Howard’s absence. Parminder steps down from the parish council and works on her relationship with Sukhvinder, who has stopped self-harming and organises Krystal and Robbie’s joint funeral. Samantha reconciles with Miles and decides to stand for Parminder’s vacant council seat and work to defend the Bellchapel clinic. Kay decides to move back to London with Gaia, and hangs up on Gavin when he pathetically tries to restart their relationship. Krystal is remembered fondly by her peers at her funeral while Terri is half-carried out of the church.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    BARRY FAIRBROTHER


    Barry Fairbrother does not survive beyond the first few pages of the novel, and yet his presence is perhaps stronger than that of any other single character. He is a friendly, funny pillar of the community. Alongside his full time job, he is a councillor on the parish council, coaches the girls’ rowing team and finds time besides to play squash with his friend Gavin and spend time with his wife and four children. He is a champion of the Fields, the nearby council estate where he grew up, and fights on the parish council for the Fields to remain a part of Pagford. He mentors Krystal Weedon, a fellow ‘Fielder’, and is resented by his wife for the time he devotes to Krystal and the Fields – time that she thinks could be better spent with his family. Barry’s death is the catalyst of the events of the novel.


    KRYSTAL WEEDON


    Krystal Weedon is a teenager from the Fields who lives with her mother Terri, a drug addict who often prostitutes herself, and her younger brother Robbie. Krystal has never met her two older siblings as they were taken into care before she was born. Krystal is very troubled due to her chaotic home life: she is barely literate, lashes out violently and often truants, drinks and has underage/unprotected sex (including with her cousin). Despite all of this, Krystal is good at heart, as evidenced by her love for her younger brother Robbie, and the time she saved Andrew Price
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