
 

 

 

SHOULD WE FALL BEHIND by SHARON DUGGAL - Questions & Answers 

 

 

How would you briefly summarise  the story of Should We Fall Behind? 

 

Jimmy Noone, young, troubled and homeless, is searching for Betwa, a friend he found and lost on the 

busy streets of an unfamiliar city. His search leads him to Shifnal Road where a collection of people from 

across the world live side by side yet hardly seem to notice each other.  Jimmy becomes a catalyst for 

their lives colliding, and as journeys to the street and to the city are retraced, so too are their stories of 

lost dreams, unrivalled friendships, stifling grief and profound love. 

 

What is the book about? 

 

Should We Fall Behind is a book about the hidden stories behind the lives of ordinary people, people 

who could in fact be any of us if our circumstances were slightly different.  

 

It is about the passing of time and the weave of joy and suffering, love and loss which shape human life 

along the way. Essentially, it is about the universal human experiences which connect us all regardless 

of who we are. 

 

Ultimately, it’s a book about people who have somehow become invisible and how their stories make 

them visible again 

 

 

Has the book been influenced by your own experiences? 

It is inspired by the urban multicultural communities I am intrinsically part of and is specifically influenced 

by experiences of people from immigrant backgrounds like my own family.  I think most writers draw from 

their own unique experiences of the world,  either directly or indirectly.  I think it would be almost 

impossible not to; even if you are writing about completely imagined places and events, you bring your 

own understanding of the world to it. 

What is it that draws you to write about the lives of the ordinary and largely forgotten, who are 

less obvious choices for protagonists? 

 

I read a lot but rarely see the world as I know it reflected in the books I come across and when I was 

younger, this made me feel as if those books were not for the likes of people like me.  I try to do my bit to 

redress the balance with my own books by trying to write about the lives of people I walk past everyday, 

or have lived next door to, or those who could be part of my own family, and in doing so, I hope others 

may see a little of themselves reflected. As a reader, I want to feel as if I can relate to the characters in a 

story so I can care about what happens to them. I don’t necessarily have to like a character I read but 

something about their lives needs to resonate with me, and this is what I try to achieve as a writer too - 

to write real people who my readers can recognise or connect with in some human way, regardless of 

who they are or where they have come from.  Also, I often think it is these overlooked stories of everyday 

people which can be the most interesting and the most unexpected - seemingly ordinary people can 

sometimes have the most extraordinary stories behind them. In a nutshell, the world is a richer place for 

its diversity and I think that goes for the book world too. 

 

 

 



 

 

Is there a character with whom you most identify? 

 

I identify with each of them a little bit - any one of them could be me, or you, if our lives were slightly 

different or if we’d had something happen to us to throw us off kilter like the characters do.  

 

Where did the inspiration for the book and the main characters come from? 

 

Should We Fall Behind was inspired by a number of experiences over the many years, including once 

discovering a young refugee man living in my old car which was waiting to be removed after being 

written off after a car crash. For years, I carried this young man around in my head, wondering how he’d 

come to be in the position he was in, living in a battered old car so far from home, what he’d left behind 

and who might be searching for him. The young man’s story became mingled with fragments of stories 

closer to home, of people I knew whose lives had gone off kilter for one reason or another, including 

those from the urban working class and multicultural communities I grew up around. For me, these are 

the people whose stories are often overlooked or hidden - people like my grandparents who made huge 

journeys across the globe for a myriad of reasons, seeking to build new lives in unfamiliar and often 

unfriendly settings. I think it is the stories behind these seemingly ordinary or unimportant people which 

are often the most extraordinary. They are the people we walk past everyday but don’t really see, people 

who could in actuality could be any one of us. This was my starting point and the novel grew from there. 

 

 

The character of Betwa could be seen as the true catalyst in the novel. How would you describe 

her and her role? 

  

For me Betwa represents the hope we all need to hang on to in our lives, especially if things are tough.  

 

The characters in Should We Fall Behind are all lonely in one way or another. In light of the 

events of this year social isolation is more spoken about than ever, but do you see it as a longer 

standing and wider condition? One that has always affected us? 

 

Yes I think loneliness and social isolation are closely related but also distinctive. Loneliness is an age-old 

condition which can affect us all at different points in our lives wherever we are, especially as we 

become less connected to family or friends.  Social, and specifically urban, isolation are probably more 

recent phenomena born out of the way we live now, in nuclear families or on our own, often in big 

bustling cities, surrounded by other people but in a way which can make us almost anonymous. I’m glad 

people are beginning to talk more about this but I’m not sure what the solutions are. Perhaps the only 

thing we can do is to look out for one another,  try to notice if someone around us may be at risk of 

feeling isolated or lonely and try to help as best we can.  

 

Tentatively the characters reach out to each other, their small gestures effecting big change - is 

this something you see in reality in society, or something we should strive for? 

 

Essentially, I think most people are good, caring and decent but sometimes we can get wrapped up in 

our own lives and fail to see if others may be struggling around us so it’s a bit of both really. Sadly,  I 

think we have been driven to be more individualistic and less community-minded over the last decade or 

so and this has been exacerbated by a more recent shift in the political landscapes both globally and 

closer to home, The world seems very divided at the moment with the rich getting richer and a lot of 

ordinary people slipping further and further behind, and unfortunately this seems likely to get worse as a 

result of the Covid pandemic. I do worry that we are being led to blame the wrong people for this 



 

 

situation - refugees, immigrants, those with less than ourselves -  rather than those who are in control, 

who in my opinion pose the real danger. On the flipside of that, I thought it was indicative of the true 

nature of the vast majority of people when all the mutual aid and other support groups very quickly came 

into being at the beginning of the Covid outbreak. I know in my own community there was a lot of local 

support for neighbours and vulnerable people close to home. I am also optimistic that people, including 

many young people,  seem much more motivated to want to affect meaningful change and right some of 

the wrongs of the older generations including my own. Young people in particular seem determined to 

reverse the racial and economic inequalities which should have been eradicated centuries ago. Also, 

people are finally taking environmental issues seriously and coming together to address the climate 

emergency. This is definitely a positive sign; I just hope we can do it in time to change the trajectory.  

 

There is a strong female representation, as well as diversity in ages and cultures in the novel. It 

is true to life but unusual in that we don't often see it. How important is it to you to place these 

women at the forefront? 

 

It is very important to me but also something I do naturally without thinking too much about it because I 

am a woman I suppose. I get fed-up with stereotypes whether they are gender-based or culturally based 

and I want to read about all kinds of people so I write about all kinds of people. Many women - from my 

female relatives to my friends and colleagues to my own daughter -  play an incredibly important part in 

my life so yes, it was important to put them at the forefront of the stories I write. 

What was the biggest challenge of writing it? 

I juggle writing with having to make a living and family commitments so practically, time is always a 

challenge. I was making the final edits to this book when the pandemic hit which was difficult for many 

reasons  including the fact that I suddenly had a full house with my kids and partner all studying and 

working from home so finding a quiet space was a challenge. 

Artistically, the challenge was writing a story from multiple points of view. The cast of characters in the 

book are multicultural and multigenerational  and each of them needed to be authentic and distinctive  - I 

really hope I have managed to do that. 

Who are you hoping connects to this story? 

I hope the book appeals to all kinds of people. I will be pleased if any reader cares about the characters 

and is drawn in by the story. 

 

 


