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For anyone else who has ever wondered: what if it could actually work… ?

And for Nick. Of course.
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The Guide

A Journal for Manifesting™

This Guide belongs to:

 Alice Carver 




Welcome to

The Guide
A Journal for Manifesting™

Manifesting is not the future. Manifesting is NOW.

Seven days of the week

Seven heavens

Seven ages of man

Seven is your lucky number

Begin by setting seven manifesting goals on the next page

Sign and date to mark your commitment

Please visit www.the-guide-journal.com to register for daily inspiration direct to your inbox.




Manifest /ˈmænɪˌfɛst/ – to make what you want a reality


	I manifest… the perfect man (specifically, Guy Carmichael) falling in love with me

	I manifest…  having a gorgeous flat to live in from 4 January (if possible, central and cheap, or ideally free, and no rats)

	I manifest…  not getting fired (I may not love my job, but I need the money)

	I manifest…  getting a better job (more money, not boring, people bring me coffee rather than the other way round, no one gets my name wrong, etc.)

	I manifest…  respect and admiration from friends, colleagues and family (preferably with high levels of envy, veneration of my social media output, and general sense of shame for having ever doubted me)

	I manifest…  a perfect wedding (everyone whose wedding I’ve had to sit through can sit at mine and endure, knowing how much better mine is. Plus there will be many comments about how young and beautiful a bride I am)

	I manifest…  wiping that smug smile off Matthew Lloyd’s face
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Congratulations! You’ve just taken the first step towards securing your dreams! Before we continue, let’s take a minute to REFLECT: what prompted you to invest in

The Guide: A Journal for Manifesting?

That one’s easy:

My life. Total f**king disaster.




REFLECT FURTHER: manifesting is about the here and now. But sometimes we need to understand how we ended up here… 

Often the Universe nudges us towards the realisation that it’s time to manifest a better life. Whilst those nudges can seem like negative life events, it’s all part of the Universe helping you on your way. Use the space below to record any nudges the Universe has given you.

Okay. Well, unlike my sisters, I’m not the type to rehash childhood injustices (although if I was, the fringe Mum gave me when I was eight, and the 2002 archaeology ‘holiday’ in Tunisia would certainly feature), so I’m going to focus on the last couple of days, whilst the ‘nudges’ are fresh in my mind. Although I’m not sure ‘nudges’ is the right term. They were more like very unsubtle pokes but – on the plus side – it’s galvanised me to take action. Like I said: my life is a total disaster.

Nudge 1: The Work Christmas Party (Friday 23 December, 9pm)

I’d been looking forward to it for weeks: this was my chance to get the big boss, Guy Carmichael, to notice me, and ideally fall for me. Previously, he’d only spoken to me a couple of times in meetings (and called me by the wrong name), but I’m pretty sure that magnetic forces are equal and opposite so he will have felt it too (on some level). Problem was, I’m not the only one who’s drawn to the MD of Carsons Children’s Books Division. When Guy told us all off about the poor sales figures at last week’s department meeting (children’s books may have taken a hit nationally, but Carsons have dropped from market leaders to second place), it wasn’t just me adjusting my collar; I saw Tina sit up straighter, and Charlotte actually licked her lips (that’s Charlotte for you. Shameless). Anyway, the work Christmas party is the one opportunity to interact on an equal footing, and, even though Guy is notorious for putting in only a brief appearance, I intended to make the most of it.

So I pulled out all the stops, and despite having to re-use a Mango dress due to cash flow issues, I still looked good. But that was one of the few things that went right. The first thing that went wrong was that I got stuck with Sweater-vest Gareth from Accounts who asked me my age (that’s how dull the conversation was) and misheard my answer of ‘I’m thirty-seven’ (we were standing near the speaker) and bloody Gareth ‘kindly’ replied, ‘I wouldn’t have put you over forty-five.’

Of course, Drunk Stephen found this hilarious and told me I should have a vodka jelly shot to cheer myself up and wasn’t jelly a good source of collagen? I told him I shouldn’t really drink because I was meant to be catching the early train home tomorrow morning for a wedding and not all of us have hollow legs (Drunk Stephen has, ironically, never, ever been drunk and he drinks shitloads – it’s like a superpower). And he said, ‘Who’s rude enough to have a wedding on Christmas Eve? What a twat.’ That’s why he moved up the ranks from colleague to firm friend a long time ago: he’s not afraid to call a twat a twat.

‘Monty,’ I answered flatly.

‘As in your ex, Monty?’

I nodded, and Drunk Stephen sucked air through his teeth in a sympathetic way and proffered a jelly shot, which I ignored.

‘Actually, I’m not bothered even though everyone thinks I am,’ I announced, ‘because I’ve got years left for that kind of thing – marriage, babies, etc.’

‘Well…  Maybe not years.’ Flip side is, he’s not afraid to be a twat either.

‘Rude,’ I said, snatching the jelly shot, downing it, and then another, just for the collagen, and Drunk Stephen laughed, saying I was far too easy to manipulate. But the jelly shots were delicious, so we had a couple more in order to benefit fully, and Drunk Stephen said my skin looked plumper already. I asked Drunk Stephen if he’d come to the wedding with me to make it more fun, and he said there was no way he was trekking over to Little Shagworth or whatever and that the Cotswolds was full of unimaginative bigots. Then, when I told him the wedding was at the newly refurbished Lamb Hotel actually, Drunk Stephen got all excited and said that apparently there was some seriously cool artwork there (that’s designers for you) and that if he didn’t have an overbearing mother to visit, he would have come with me.

And then the whole vibe in the room shifted. It wasn’t that someone suddenly turned up the music volume, or that the lights dramatically dimmed, but they may as well have. Everyone felt it. Power. Then I realised why: over Drunk Stephen’s shoulder I saw Guy Carmichael had finally arrived. That aura of potency instantly left the rest of the men seeming even more drab. It was as if he had a spotlight on him. I elbowed Drunk Stephen and we both watched as Guy paused by various people that he wouldn’t normally stop for; they looked a little flustered and laughed a little too hard because who wouldn’t want to impress Guy Carmichael? Especially when he was in party mode, rather than his default blunt mode (which totally does it for me – it’s masterful and efficient and he gets to say things to people that I’d quite like to say like, ‘That’s shit, Jane. Don’t show me shit covers like that again, Jane’). But just as they were starting to relax into it, he extricated himself and moved swiftly on to the next person – Guy Carmichael knew how to work the room. He must have managed to talk to about fifty people in not much more than twenty minutes.

‘You have to admit he is seriously sexy,’ I said.

Drunk Stephen, who doesn’t really like Guy because he passed him over for promotion, acknowledged that for someone old, he certainly had a whole big dick energy about him.

‘I need to get him on his own,’ I decided.

‘Now’s your chance,’ said Drunk Stephen, ‘he’s crossing over to the bar… ’

I asked Drunk Stephen to quickly check I didn’t have panda eyes, and then I went over. However, Charlotte – with her 10k followers on TikTok and her Altuzarra dress – apparently had the same idea and arrived fractionally before me, angling herself so that her arse was practically in Guy Carmichael’s face. And then I had to watch him notice. Like he had any choice. She swung round, whipping him with her freshly balayaged Beauty Cuts hair (she’d posted about it on Insta earlier) and I saw his eyes flash with appreciation. He didn’t even register my arrival at his other side.

It was the closest I’ve ever been to Guy, and I could see a tiny bit of skin irritation at the nape of his neck; I wondered if he’d scratched it. When the barman asked me if I wanted ice, I laughed loudly, hoping to get Guy’s attention – it didn’t work. The barman looked (understandably) alarmed, and Guy remained fixated on Charlotte’s breasts which she was pressing against his arm. Bloody Charlotte. She’s always hitting on people. And getting them. For the last few months, it’s been the GlowCycle instructor from her exclusive gym with endless sanctimonious posts about nutrition and clean living, and little videos of them muscled and sweaty together, frantically pedalling. But clearly she’d now set her sights on our boss. Tonight, her skin looked particularly luminescent and smooth and youthful. It was probably the soft lighting from the overhead pendants. Maybe mine looked good too, over here at the bar.

The barman pushed my drink towards me. ‘You don’t think I look old, do you?’ I asked.

‘No,’ he said.

I gave him a smile and took a slow sip of the Moscow mule.

‘But then again, to me, all you women over forty look the same – sort of mumsy.’

Over forty? Mumsy? A bit of raw ginger caught the back of my throat, and I inhaled and spluttered.

‘Are you all right?’ asked the barman, now concerned.

I waved my arm to reassure him, but he seemed to interpret this differently.

‘Do you need help?’

I shook my head and tried desperately to look calm and casual as my eyes streamed with tears and I attempted to avoid coughing my drink everywhere. But Guy Carmichael had already turned around to check what was happening and was just in time to witness me snorting Moscow mule out of my right nostril and onto the barman’s bow tie. Then I got to witness Guy Carmichael quietly leave the work Christmas party, with his hand on Charlotte’s bum, less than half an hour after he’d arrived.

I was so depressed by all the unkind assumptions about my age from the barman and Gareth (and, if I’m honest, about Charlotte beating me to Guy) that after a couple more Moscow mules and a few more jelly shots I got Drunk Stephen to film me doing a little clip about age-shaming and pressure on women to get married and have kids (as Drunk Stephen pointed out, Gwyneth Paltrow got millions of likes for basic­ally saying the same thing). Charlotte’s not the only one who can have a social media side hustle.

Nudge 2: The Viral Video (Saturday 24 December, 9.37am)

I woke up on Christmas Eve with a horrific hangover and a text from Astrid asking if that was me on the Apple News feed. She said if it was, she hoped I didn’t give consent, because she’d love to take on that legal battle. I clicked on the link, which took me to the headline ‘Woman’s Christmas Party Post Hilariously Backfires’ and…  to a clip of the video I recorded last night. Which turned out to have incredibly unflattering lighting.

The first thing I did was panic and call Drunk Stephen, but he didn’t answer so I sent him a voice note. Then I saw an email from Harry Piles (total twat Children’s Deputy MD) to the entire team saying ‘this should cheer you up – at least you’re not this woman’ with a link to my video. It was almost immediately recalled, but goodness knows who else saw it. Then a further email arrived from Harry Piles apologising for any offence caused by the previous email which was sent in error to the whole team, and a reminder that Carsons are an equal opportunities publishing company.

I didn’t know whether to vomit or run away to sea or both, so I tried Drunk Stephen again, and this time he answered.

‘Why the fuck do you keep bothering me this early?’

‘Why the fuck did you let me post it?’ I screeched at him. ‘It’s gone fucking viral!’

‘No one realises it’s you.’

‘But Harry Piles sent it to everyone!’

‘He’s a twat. And he hasn’t twigged who it is in the video.’

‘What makes you think that?’

‘Honestly, I barely recognise you in it and I filmed it – you said your own sister didn’t know for sure it was you.’

That was true. If Astrid had known it was me, she’d have dived straight in – I mean this was literally a gift from the mockery gods.

‘Just delete it and move on. Although maybe invest in a ring light? If you’re planning future videos…  Now I’m hanging up because I take my skincare seriously and skin needs sleep.’

I opened the clip again. I was wearing a paper crown (we’d pulled crackers) which had slipped over one eye, and my make-up had run from the crying, and Drunk Stephen kept zooming in on my chin: it actually was quite hard to make out any identifying features.

So I deleted the video and messaged Astrid to tell her that of course it wasn’t me and how could she even think that?

And she texted immediately to say, ‘Phew: thank goodness I’m not related to that disaster!’

Never has the crying-with-laughter emoji I sent back been more appropriate.

Nudge 3: The Work Email (Saturday 24 December, 9.58am)

My phone buzzed: it was a text from Mum asking if I was sure it was a good idea to come to the wedding and to remember to empty the fridge and turn the heating off before I caught the train, and had I seen the email from Aunty Margaret?

I opened my emails but before I could find one from Aunty Margaret, I saw that one had appeared from Guy Carmichael marked ‘high importance’. It was to everyone in our division telling us that Carsons are merging with Montague Place and that whilst they will be looking at head count this is unlikely to impact the majority, so not to worry and have a good Christmas.

What. The. Fuck?

I immediately messaged Drunk Stephen but he’d switched his phone off. And then I stupidly checked Charlotte’s feed and she’d posted a picture of a swirled heart in her morning cappuccino and there, in the background, were Guy’s hairy knuckles. I’d know them anywhere – I’ve spent a lot of time looking at his hands. All of us have. It’s his tell: everyone knows when our MD is getting irritated in meetings because he drums those hairy-knuckled fingers lightly on the table, and you should see how much it makes people panic. So sexy. I’d love to command people like that. I’d love to be commanded like that. Who wouldn’t? No wonder bloody Charlotte’s showing off about it.

Then I remembered the email again and realised that now, most likely the only time I was going to experience Guy Carmichael commanding me was when he fired me. And however sexy he is (and if I’m honest, I wasn’t finding this email very sexy), I’d rather keep my job.

Nudge 4: The House Email (Saturday 24 December, 10.04am)

Unsurprisingly, and as indicated by my mother, there was further misery in my inbox – that’s why I don’t check it that often. Rodentinators had finally got back to me saying they were short staffed and unable to change my rat boxes until 1 January (hardly rapid response, is it?) but reminding me that a slight odour is normal, to follow their pest-control guidelines and the situation would remain under control, and wishing me a very happy Christmas. I mean? If you’ve got decaying rats in your flat (well, strictly speaking, Aunty Margaret’s flat), it’s not going to be a very happy Christmas, is it? They told me the bait boxes were humane, but I can tell you, the smell coming from the one in the kitchen isn’t humane at all, to me, as a human. Imagine if I were having people over in these circumstances? (I’m not having people over. I’m going home to Mum and Dad’s like I have done every year, but maybe I would be inviting people over here for a grown-up Christmas if Rodentinators had got their act together.)

And directly underneath that was Aunty Margaret’s email, telling me wonderful news – she’d finally found a new tenant for the flat and, on the proviso that they could move in quickly, they had paid three-months full rent on top of the deposit, which was very useful because she and Uncle Ted had an imminent tax bill. So I needed to make sure that I’d moved my stuff out by 2 January.

Second of January?

Unbelievable.

I mean I know she was technically doing me a favour letting me stay pretty much rent-free and that it was only ever temporary, etc., and meant to be a few weeks in between tenants, but as the months ticked by, I’d been hoping she’d sort of decided she liked having a family member in here. Clearly Aunty Margaret is more of a hard-nosed businesswoman than the family woman I’d assumed she was. Mind you, given that (a) we never actually see her and (b) she is Mum’s sister, I should have known better.

I’ve been evicted a number of times, and lost a fair few jobs too, but never both together. On Christmas bloody Eve.

Nudge 5: The Wedding (Saturday 24 December, 3.30pm)

I mean, where do I start? Getting there was bad enough. I barely made the 11.08 train and very nearly puked on the platform (combination of running because late and committed consumption of vodka-based beverages through to early hours of this morning) and finally found a spare seat, only to discover Annabel and Hugh across the aisle. Annabel’s eyes lit up in poorly disguised delight; what was unclear was whether her delight was due to how green I was looking or the gossip she’d get from chatting to the groom’s ex. She cocked her head to one side, mock-sympathetically, and said, ‘Alice, darling! How are you? I heard Monty had invited you to the wedding’ – she mouthed the word – ‘but so brave of you to actually come! Isn’t it, Hugh?’

Lucky Hugh acted like he was engrossed in the FT (surely no one actually reads the FT?) whilst I (and everyone else) had to endure Annabel talking loudly about the Lamb and the artwork there and how she had an eye for art, until the conductor interrupted us. And then I got to watch Annabel’s décolleté redden with pleasure as the conductor told me that my saver return wasn’t valid in the first-class carriage.

Dad wasn’t there to welcome me at the station, just my eldest sister Arrie honking at me to hurry up from the driver seat of her stinky, hairy Land Rover, which somehow was even filthier inside than out. She made me sit in the back on a slightly damp seat, squashed between the twins’ booster seats, my knees hitting horse tackle, whilst her pregnant Vizsla, Maud, got to sit in the front because she ‘doesn’t like the back’. When I pointed out that I didn’t like it much either, Arrie said, ‘Yes, but you don’t bark and urinate in protest.’

‘No guarantees,’ I said. ‘I’m pretty hungover.’

She snorted derisively.

I thought about telling her that there was, in fact, a high chance I was going to be sick if she continued to take the corners that fast but, knowing Arrie, rather than slow down, she’d just pull over and make me walk instead. Just because she was born five years before me, she’s always thought it’s her role as oldest sister to teach lessons.

As we hurtled down the High Street (definitely not a case of twenty’s plenty for Arrie), we passed the entrance to the Lamb (with a very trendy slate-grey sign) and then our old house. ‘Oh gosh,’ I said, ‘it’s for sale again!’

‘Give it up, Alice,’ said Arrie. ‘It’s been ten years.’

I turned to watch the house for that bit longer; it looked even more beautiful in the low winter afternoon light. ‘Do you remember how lovely Christmases there were, though? All that space for everyone. Do you think Mum and Dad could afford it again now?’

‘No, Alice.’ Arrie spoke slowly, like I was an idiot. ‘Lost shares are lost. Surely even you understand that.’

‘But the new house is so… ’

‘Practical,’ said Arrie. ‘It costs far less to heat and they don’t need that much room for just the two of them. Not to mention how expensive it is to actually move.’

‘Well, I miss it. Christmas isn’t the same.’

‘Then grow up, and get your own house, Alice, like the rest of us.’

‘Some of us don’t have husbands to buy farms for us, Arrie.’

‘I bought that farm, not bloody Roger,’ said Arrie.

Roger and Arrie have been married forever, and I’m not sure when she first started referring to him as ‘bloody Roger’ (probably after the twins) but she does it quite a lot. Often in front of him.

‘And I bought this car that I’m currently giving you a free lift in.’

She did as well. So annoying having overachieving older siblings.

Then, despite having pretty much found fault with me since I’d got home (being late, not putting the phone charger back, spilling tea on the carpet) and even on the way up to the church (I’d used up too much hot water in the shower and everyone else had to have cold ones), Mum chose to wait until we were just about to enter the church, one hand holding the door ajar, to say loudly, ‘Good golly, Alice, couldn’t you have put some make-up on? You look positively haggard.’

The whole family turned to look at me, in their neat Noah’s Ark pairs, in perfect descending order of age: Mum and Dad, Arrie and Roger, and Astrid and Aziz. Then me, on my own, at the back.

Aziz gave me a sympathetic look: nicest person in my family by far. I did warn him what we were all like, but he went ahead and married Astrid anyway.

And when I told Mum that I had, in fact, put make-up on, she just sighed and said, ‘Well, I suppose working a junior desk job at a hardly junior age takes its toll.’

That’s where Arrie gets it from: Mum is a big fan of ‘constructive’ criticism. Thank goodness she didn’t see my viral post. And she firmly believes that working in children’s publishing is for people who haven’t managed to progress to adult publishing.

‘As does years of alcohol abuse,’ added Astrid. She’s worse than Mum and Arrie because she knows full well what she’s doing. Typical middle-child behaviour. Probably jealous of me because I was such a cute baby. ‘No one better light a match near her; I think she’s fifty per cent vodka.’

‘Now, now, Astrid darling,’ tried Dad gently, ‘that’s not even possible. In fact, the world record for highest recorded blood alcohol level was a mere 1.374 per cent. Held by a Polish chap apparently. Read all about it in—’

‘Honestly, Alice!’ Mum bulldozered over Dad. ‘I despair. No one wants a drunk wife.’

‘Who said I want to get married?’ I said.

‘Aunty Margaret’s married,’ said Astrid, to Mum. ‘You said she drinks loads.’ At least Astrid enjoys winding everyone up, not just me. That’s why she’s such a successful lawyer.

‘Yes, well. She lives in Scotland. And she still had her looks when she met Ted. Tick tock, Alice,’ said Mum stridently, pulling the church door fully open.

Where everyone was sitting in silence.

Except for Monty’s mother, who was standing right by the door. And who, judging by the fact her bosom had increased two cup sizes with the grinning flush of schadenfreude, had heard every single word. From his uncharacteristic look of happiness, Joyless Julian had clearly overheard too (Monty must have deliberately chosen a wedding party full of people I’d disappointed).

The ceremony itself was, frankly, a merciful relief from people staring at me. The happy couple had written their own vows, which for the most part were very sweet; however, when Monty said how much he admired Minty’s drive, self-sufficiency and insistence on standing on her own two feet, it felt a bit pointed. A feeling compounded by Monty’s mother turning to catch my eye triumphantly.





The Lamb was absolutely stunning, once I’d made it past the intimidatingly cool and attractive staff on reception, who made me feel like I had to justify not only why I was there, but why I was worthy of being there. I thought about telling them that I actually spent a whole summer working here, back in the day but, given it was over a decade ago, it would probably have just made me seem old.

The wedding reception was as awful as I’d anticipated. The drinks reception part was a quagmire of congratulating old school ‘friends’ (Louise, Amira and Tara) – aka people I hadn’t stayed in touch with for a reason – on the wonderful news of impending parenthood / increasing of broods / promotions / property acquisitions / awards, etc., and then navigating either sympathetic, troubled eyes about my continued unmarried, nonpregnant, homeless, crap-job state.

Or, worse still, enduring advice (from ghastly Shona): ‘You’d better crack on and settle for someone, Alice, or there’ll be no babies for you – none of us is getting any younger.’

And, worst of all, poorly disguised glee (from Fizz): ‘Gosh, Alice, isn’t it funny how life turns out in the end!’

It was all interspersed with endless, repetitive small talk about what a beautiful bride Minty made, the refurbished Lamb and much mentioning of wonderful artwork that I, to be entirely honest, didn’t give a crap about.

Then the sit-down meal involved insult after insult. On the way to my table, I overheard one of Minty’s bridesmaids saying, ‘Oh no, not only was she was much older than Mints but according to Monty’s mother, very directionless, which is why he had to end it.’ And then I found out I’d been placed at the singles table, away from family and friends, with red-eyed Phoebe from two years below who seemed to have the same cold she had all through school. She still didn’t talk about much other than chess and rabbits, and was still embarrassingly grateful for the fact I frequently stopped her getting bullied at school (but at least she appeared to actually like me). Unlike Minty’s cousin Polly who kept shooting me filthy looks (while actually wearing a white dress). And I was just thinking, God, this is a shit table, when Joyless Julian turned up.

Then Astrid came over, and I thought it was to rescue me, but it was only to tell me to go easy on the champagne and remind me that I’d promised I wouldn’t make a thing out of it, and how Mum and Dad still live here, and not to be selfish for once. ‘Oh my god,’ I said. ‘What exactly do you think I’m going to do?’

Having struggled with the onglet (not good with a hangover) and the disappointment of lemon sorbet (how is that a dessert?), I then had to endure the incessant speeches. Not only did Minty’s father sob his way through an entire photograph album of Minty’s dull life including little video clips of her doing gymnastics (I mean you wouldn’t even get away with this at a funeral), but the whole shitshow was punctuated with intermittent ear-splitting feedback from his clip-on microphone because he kept standing too close to the speaker.

Then, to top it all, just in case someone at the wedding hadn’t clocked the party line, I was used as a prop by Monty and Minty (as the woman Monty rapidly rejects in favour of Minty) for their duet – ‘You’re the One That I Want’ – from Grease.

Honestly, the only thing that could have made this debacle worse was if Matthew Lloyd had been there, witnessing it. I don’t think I could have taken that. Me on the singles table and him smirking at me, with one of his ghastly identikit girlfriends. But I double-checked with Mum, just casually, and apparently the ‘darling boy’ was abroad doing his super-important serious job, so at least I wouldn’t have to endure him being superior and mocking about yet another of my failed relationships, or pretend that he didn’t get to me. Last time I’d seen Matthew Lloyd and I’d argued that Monty and I had loads in common, and that I found Monty’s mother fascinating, Matthew had laughed so hard that his water went down the wrong way and Astrid, always his best friend, had to hit him on the back. I’d have left him to choke.

Nudge 6: The Library (Saturday 24 December, 7.05pm)

Whilst everyone was moving out of the restaurant and through to the bar for the harp recital, I took the opportunity to escape into the library. Skulking by the fire, I was taking a few breaths to steady myself when the door was pushed open: it was Aziz. ‘Hey, Alice,’ he said gently. ‘How are you doing? I imagine this can’t be easy for you.’

And I looked at his kind, questioning eyes, and felt my own begin to smart, so I quickly said that I was fine and that I needed to make a work call.

Aziz waited a moment, and I wondered if he was going to point out it was after 7pm and Christmas Eve and that I never made work calls. But he nodded. ‘Okay, if you’re sure you’re fine.’

And I said, ‘Of course,’ and we both knew I was lying but I think he could also tell that I didn’t want his kindness right then, because my life was falling apart.

Then he said, ‘I’d better get back to your sister and leave you to your call,’ and I thought how unfair it was that bloody Astrid got him because, honestly, Aziz is far too nice for her: why can’t I have someone supportive like that?

The library door had barely closed before it opened again. I glanced up in time to clock Monty’s expression as he realised that I was already in there, all alone: he looked simultaneously haughty and guilty and fearful, rather like Arrie’s dog Maud.

‘I’m afraid one of us needs to leave this room forthwith,’ he said.

‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Congratulations, by the way.’

‘Because I’m not allowed to be on my own with you. Minty’s said you’re not to be trusted.’

‘Oh come on, Monts,’ I said. ‘I’m sure Minty’s more confident of your relationship now you’re married. What harm can it do? Besides, I haven’t seen you in ages… ’

‘You shouldn’t be in here anyway,’ said Monty pompously. ‘You should be through there listening to the harp.’

‘So should you be,’ I retorted, ‘it’s your wedding.’

‘Yes, it is. We’re going to cut the cake soon. It’s cheese.’

‘You do love cheese.’

‘It’s my weakness. Well, one of them.’

We both listened to the strains of the harpist playing Olivia Rodrigo.

‘All a bit Bridgerton, isn’t it?’ I said.

‘Costing me a bally fortune,’ said Monty. ‘The whole thing is. I mean the hotel alone. Even with the discount.’

‘I bet,’ I said, looking around. This hotel had received some serious investment.

‘Hang on,’ he said, ‘when you worked here – didn’t Matthew Lloyd work here too?’

‘Yes.’

Monty shook his head in disbelief. ‘How things change.’

He wasn’t wrong. It felt like a lifetime ago, that summer we spent here as bar staff. Matthew and I had been friends. It was a lifetime.

‘Enough to make a man weep,’ said Monty. ‘You see that bally great picture above the fireplace? It’s a Banksy print.’

‘Yes. I know.’

‘Costs tens of thousands. Can’t see why, personally. I’m basically paying for that bally picture, I tell you.’

‘Hmm,’ I said, remembering the vows. ‘So Minty’s letting you pay despite her fierce independence…  ?’

Monty harrumphed. ‘Still living in your aunt’s flat, Alice?’

And suddenly I couldn’t hold back. Monty was the one person who’d always adored me and now he was being snide. ‘No, Monty, because my aunt wants it back so I’m not living anywhere actually. God. Talk about kicking someone when they’re down! Honestly, I get that Minty’s better than me. Everyone gets that. You prefer Minty. And that’s fab – she’s your wife. Your very young wife. You should prefer her. I just don’t get why you’re having to put me down in the process. I mean that duet? And telling everyone you dumped me?’

Monty wouldn’t meet my eyes. ‘Now you know how it feels.’

‘Seriously? Is that what this is about? Is that why you invited me?’ My voice broke on the last bit and I could feel my eyes stinging. ‘You were always so kind, Monty. What did I do to you?’

Monty’s sweet face crumpled. ‘Don’t cry, Alice,’ he said. ‘Please.’ And then he pulled me close to him, suddenly, and hugged me.

He smelled of Floris and whisky and familiarity and even though I was cross with him, I couldn’t help but hug him back.

‘I thought you wanted to stay friends,’ I said.

‘I do,’ said Monty.

‘Well, friends don’t treat each other like this!’

‘You’re right, Alice,’ he said guiltily. ‘I don’t really want to hurt you. You know I don’t.’

I sighed. ‘I know.’ I shifted uncomfortably, feeling something rigid digging into my shoulder. ‘Ow. What is that?’

‘Oh, it’s the microphone,’ he said, unclipping it with one hand and setting it on the side table. ‘From the speeches earlier.’

‘God, make sure it’s off,’ I said snottily.

‘It’s off.’

‘Check it again. It would be just my luck.’

‘Alice! You’ve watched too many films.’

‘Please?’ I said.

Monty reached over again and checked the switch. ‘It’s off, Alice.’ He stroked the tears away from my cheeks and pulled me to him again. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said sadly.

‘Well, I’m sorry too. I know I’ve said it many times, and I know it doesn’t make it better, but I really didn’t mean to hurt you.’ He’d been so distraught when I ended things that he started trying to bargain, even offering to move his mother out. That hadn’t gone down well, particularly as she was right there in the kitchen with us.

‘You couldn’t help the way you felt, Alice. Just like I couldn’t help the way I felt.’

We stood for a moment and then I went to pull back, so I could blow my nose, but Monty held on.

‘We were good together though, weren’t we, Alice?’ he whispered into my hair, breathing nasally. It reminded of when we used to have sex. ‘I wish I’d been enough for you. Beautiful Alice,’ he said, his voice cracking slightly.

I needed that after all the crap I’d had. I’d forgotten how nice Monty’s adoration was.

‘Beautiful, quite young-looking Alice?’ I asked hopefully, thinking about the fact that Minty looks about twelve.

‘No one else holds a candle to you. I still miss you, Alice,’ he said hoarsely.

‘You don’t think I’m selfish, do you?’ I asked, remembering Astrid’s earlier accusations.

‘I like giving to you, Alice. Always have. Your glorious body. God, I still think about what your face looks like when you—’

‘Er, Monty.’ I tried to disentangle myself slightly. ‘I think someone may be a bit drunk.’

‘Why, Alice?’ he said, his face blotching with intensity. ‘Why wasn’t I enough for you? You know I cried myself to sleep every night for a whole year. I’d have given you anything. I’d have worshipped you every minute of every day if you’d let me. Physically.’

Golly. I’d forgotten how quickly the adoration could get quite intense. ‘Come on,’ I said, retreating. ‘We’ve been through this. It’s not that you weren’t enough. We’re just better suited to being friends. Let’s get you back to your wedding.’

But Monty was on a one-way road. ‘It should have been you, Alice, today. And clearly you know that too. Otherwise, why would you be here now? Giving me hope.’

And just as I was wondering how to get the fuck out of this situation, the library door opened and Joyless Julian and Astrid rushed in and grabbed the microphone off the table.

And actually switched it off.

‘Monty!’ I said in horror. ‘You said it was off!’

Astrid’s eyes were shining with fury. ‘Seriously, Alice. What did I say? You promised not to make it all about you.’

Monty went sort of slush-coloured. ‘Oh dear god. Who heard?’

‘By some stroke of luck, Monty,’ said Astrid, ‘almost every­one else was in the bar listening to the harp recital. There were just the three of us left in the restaurant with the speaker. Me, Julian and… ’

‘Please god, not Mummy?’ said Monty.

I could see Alice and Julian weren’t expecting that. I was.

‘No, not your mother,’ said Astrid. ‘And most importantly,’ she said carefully, ‘not your wife either. It was me, Julian and… ’

And just when I thought maybe the universe wasn’t out to get me after all, that’s when the worst nudge, nay, shove from the universe happened…  A tall, dark figure appeared at the doorway, very definitely male, and the room seemed to shrink.

Matthew.

Fucking.

Lloyd.

He leant against the library door. Christ. Were his shoulders always that broad? I broke out into a sweat.

‘And me,’ said Matthew drily.




Sometimes we need to take a step back in order to take two steps forward. Nudges can feel bad but that’s okay: that’s the Universe giving you the motivation to change. Pick one of the above nudges that you found particularly difficult – ideally one that resulted in strongly negative feelings.

Matthew Fucking Lloyd

Now take a few moments to relive it and record it as it happened.

Date: Saturday 24 December Time: 7.20pm

It’s a tableau of the library in a fine country house that would grace any am-dram flyer for an Agatha Christie play: we’re temporarily immobilised in situ, our faces illuminated by the amber sconces; the plush, worn comfort of the armchairs and rugs at odds with the garish scene unfolding. I’m by the fire, Monty’s gripping me with one arm, although he’s backed off slightly, and I know I’m still alive because I can feel the heat from the flames hazing and licking, the dampness of sweat on my lower back, and the pressure of Monty’s fingertips on my upper arm, but I feel like I’m watching it happen from a distance. Of all the people I’d least like to have overheard that conversation, I’d say Matthew Lloyd is probably top of the list. I mean, obviously I wouldn’t want Monty’s mother to have heard but let’s face it – after this wedding it’s not like we’re going to spend much time together. Minty would have been awful – but mainly for Monty. Astrid hearing – well, that’s annoying but it’s happened and I’ll cope. She was cross with me before this and she’ll be even crosser now. But I’m used to that. My sisters don’t know how to have fun, that’s half the reason they’re permanently pissed off with me. Besides, she’ll get over this. She has to. She’s my sister.

But Matthew Lloyd… 

There are so many people at this bloody wedding. Everybody from school is here. Everybody from Little Minchcombe. Practically everybody from the whole bloody county. Why, oh why, out of everyone here, did it have to be Matthew Lloyd? He wasn’t even meant to be coming. I checked with Mum. Twice. And then I checked once with Astrid. Actually, come to think of it – he shouldn’t be here! I feel my vertebrae click back together in indignation and I break the silence.

‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ I demand.

Matthew doesn’t blink, although Astrid shakes her head in despair, and Monty sort of whinnies slightly, like a horse, and applies more pressure to my arm. God. The Matthew Lloyd effect already. Everyone falling over themselves to ingratiate. Well, it doesn’t work on me. Yes, he won all the prizes in the nature lottery and is objectively, provokingly good-looking (and he knows it) but he’s scruffy and cocky and for people like me, who aren’t shallow, it’s what’s on the inside that counts. Which, in his case, is an arrogant know-it-all who acts like he’s your friend only to stab you in the back.

‘Seriously. Were you even invited? I’m surprised they let you in here looking like that!’

‘Alice!’ reprimands Monty, pulling away from me like he’s been scalded and walking over to Matthew. ‘Of course he was invited. And thank you by the way, Matthew. Really. Thank you.’

Monty’s not attractive when he’s simpering. What’s he thanking Matthew for anyway? Eavesdropping?

‘You’d better get back to your wife, Monty,’ says Matthew.

His voice has got gravelly. I bet he puts it on.

‘Yes, yes, of course,’ mutters Monty, making to go through the doorway. But of course he can’t. Because Matthew Lloyd deliberately doesn’t move. He just stands there, in his silly trainers, which I imagine are a total no-no nowadays in this place, taking up the space. So Monty has to wait.

‘For goodness sake,’ I say at last, patience deserting me. ‘Matthew, just let Monty out, would you. And Julian too, whilst you’re at it.’

Matthew turns slightly, so that Monty can technically access the door handle if he makes himself small, but Monty falters and looks back towards me. ‘Please just tell me, if I weren’t with Minty, would there have been any chance of you reconsidering us?’

‘Oh come on, Monty!’ Astrid says. ‘Absolutely ridiculous.’

I give Astrid a sharp look. That stung. Especially in front of Matthew. ‘Why do you have to be so mean? It’s not ridiculous that someone might want me, you know.’

‘He just got married!’ says Astrid.

She has a point.

‘Alice?’ says Monty hopefully, breaking the silence.

I can hear the faint whistling of heightened emotion through his nostril hairs.

I shake my head. ‘Sorry, Monts.’ I feel pretty horrible watching his shoulders slump. ‘You know we don’t really work… ’

‘Well, Alice,’ says Joyless Julian, ‘you made me very happy during the dinner earlier when we had a very pleasant exchange about the beef, but after this little show, I’m certainly going to rethink the email I was planning to send you asking if we could rekindle.’

‘Er, okay,’ I say.

‘Look, Monty,’ says Julian, sounding uncharacteristically firm. ‘You just need to stay away from Alice. She toys with one’s feelings. Frankly, and I’m sorry to be blunt, Alice, but she’s flighty. You’re better off with Minty. You really are.’

He takes Monty’s arm and steers him out of the library.

‘Yes,’ says Astrid. ‘So much better off.’ She flips me the finger as she follows them out the room, the oak and glass door shutting the chatter and laughter and music of the wedding party softly behind them.

And then it’s just me and Matthew and the sound of the flames crackling and hissing.

So, Astrid’s slated me and Joyless Julian has spoken his mind. Matthew’s certainly not going to hold back. I brace myself for what he’s going to say about me this time.

But he doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t even look at me.

I stand there waiting, carefully not looking at him either. His face is slightly in shadow and he’s leaning against the stone door jamb. He’s definitely filled out in the last few years. He always had that lean footballer strength thing, but now his shoulders and chest have got bigger, he looks more like a threat.

And then, after a while, he walks over to the sofa and flops down on it, occupying the space. He scratches his already messy hair, then yawns widely, not bothering to cover his mouth, and I notice his faded sweater’s got a hole in the elbow.

Christ, he’s rude. ‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’ I ask.

‘Nope.’

‘Really? Don’t you want to have a go at me for leading Monty on?’

‘Not at all,’ he says mildly, looking at the fire. ‘Monty was clearly the one hitting on you. It’s not your fault he can’t keep away. Besides – he’s the one who’s married.’

For a moment, I’m quiet. Is Matthew Lloyd being nice?

Then he says, ‘Although I would question what you were ever doing dating someone like Monty in the first place. He’s a total idiot.’

‘What?’

Matthew lazily gets off the sofa and wanders over to the fire, picking up the brass poker hanging in the mammoth stone hearth and stoking the fire. He keeps his back to me.

‘I’ve always wondered… ’ says Matthew, and then tails off.

‘What…  ?’ I say impatiently.

Matthew turns to face me. ‘Does Monty breathe through his mouth like that when he’s shagging? Or does the nose whistle turn you on? I wonder what first attracted you to him? The title? The castle? His love of cheese maybe? Yes, probably it was the cheese… ’

He smiles at me.

‘Fuck OFF, Matthew!’ I say, going to kick him hard on the shin, but he moves to the side right at the last moment so I end up kicking the stupid log basket instead: a shooting pain sears up my foot as the basket tips, scattering logs over the hearth. ‘Ow!’ My eyes water. ‘I think my toe’s broken.’

Matthew just laughs, which makes me even crosser.

‘Are you going to leave me in agony? At least Monty’s a gentleman,’ I say. ‘Unlike you.’

‘Every inch,’ agrees Matthew. ‘Minty’s got herself a real catch.’

He grins, then turns away from me, bends down, rights the basket and retrieves the rolling logs. The pain is subsiding slightly, but he doesn’t know that, which makes me hate him even more. Why’s he messing around with the logs when I potentially have a fracture?

‘Just leave the logs,’ I snap. ‘They have people to do that sort of thing here!’

He pauses, but doesn’t turn round. ‘People who will hold your drink for you, pick up for you, that sort of thing?’ he says. ‘Clear up your mess? I guess that’s what staff are for.’

I feel my face getting hotter. Wanker. I don’t get what his problem is. He knows I worked here just like he did: we were both bar staff that summer. Although I suppose he had to do more hours. And every holiday. But that was hardly my fault. ‘Well, we’re all suited to certain roles in life,’ I say.

‘Absolutely,’ agrees Matthew, standing up. ‘And you certainly seem to be sticking to the same old thing, don’t you?’

What does that mean? I’m pretty sure he just insulted me. But now he’s just staring at that painting above the fire, silhouetted against the flickering topaz light, like I’m not even there. I mean, I know it’s art, and I’d never admit it in public, but I’m kind of with Monty here: it’s not that interesting. But Matthew is seemingly fascinated. He moves closer to the painting, and then adjusts it.

Who the fuck adjusts a painting in a hotel?

‘Careful,’ I say. ‘That’s a Banksy print, and I happen to know it’s exceedingly expensive.’

‘It’s not a print. It’s an original.’

‘Whatever.’ I aim below the belt, but I don’t care. He deserves it. ‘If I were you, Matthew Lloyd, I’d keep my hands off things I couldn’t afford.’

But he just chuckles.

‘God, you’re an arsehole,’ I finally snap. At that precise moment, I feel the faint coldness of air from the door swishing shut, and hear the noise of the wedding, as someone politely clears their throat behind us. I swing round. It’s one of the hotel managers who intimidated me earlier on reception; frankly she looks like she should be modelling, not working in a hotel. It’s a clear power move from whichever cool fucker has taken over the Lamb.

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ she says smoothly.

‘Not at all,’ I say sweetly and politely. I may not be six feet tall like her, but I can play nice.

She gives me an appreciative smile: good manners cost nothing and I hope Matthew Lloyd has taken note.

Then she looks past me.

‘That call’s come through…  ?’ she says.

‘Thanks, Rachel,’ says Matthew, checking his watch and walking briskly towards the door. ‘I’ll take it in the office.’

What?

I think my mouth is still hanging open as the library door shuts slowly. I turn to Rachel, who is following Matthew out. ‘Hang on,’ I say. ‘Does he work here again or something?’

‘Matthew?’ she checks, pausing.

‘Yes. Matthew.’ I nod.

‘Barely.’ She tosses her glossy mane and smiles at me. ‘Only when he’s in the country. Now he’s got this place where he wants it, he more or less leaves us to get on with it.’

‘Got this place where he wants it?’ I repeat inanely.

‘It’s even better than he told us it would be,’ she says. ‘But it’s not surprising. I mean it was his vision. Apparently he’s always imagined it since he was a boy – he grew up in the village, you know? I’ve worked in some amazing hotels but none of them were like this. And he doesn’t pay me to say that by the way.’ Rachel laughs prettily.

‘Sorry: are you saying Matthew Lloyd has become a hotel manager?’

‘No.’ Rachel laughs again. ‘He’s the owner.’

Just as I realise that there’s a small bit of saliva actually coming out of the corner of my mouth, the library door opens a fraction, a scuffed trainer toe appears and a deep voice says, ‘Rachel?’

‘Yes?’ She swings to attention.

‘I forgot to mention: this guest may well need assistance to dial 999 on account of her horribly broken toe, and if you could send Troy or Kate through to hold her drink as well, that would be super.’

Rachel frowns.

‘She’s a code 44,’ says Matthew. ‘Standard princess treatment.’

Rachel stifles a snigger.

‘Plus you may want to check the attire of the other guests,’ says Matthew, ‘in case it offends Alice. We wouldn’t want that.’

Then he raises his eyebrows at me, flashes that smug smile and disappears.

I fucking HATE Matthew Lloyd.




Any time you need the motivation to commit to your journey towards a better you, read what you wrote above and recall how you felt. You do NOT want to feel that way again.

The Universe has spoken. And you listened. You decided to change your life. It’s one thing to plan to change your life; it’s another thing to actually change your life. People make plans all the time; plans are actionless.

But writing in this journal for manifesting,

The Guide™?

That is action. That is change. Remember:

I write; I act; I change… 




Look at this journal,

The Guide: A Journal for Manifesting™

It was always meant to be in your hands.

How did the Universe bring you together? Take the time to reflect and record the story of this beautiful connection.

So…  Mum and Dad give awful presents. Awful. It’s Mum really – she doesn’t believe in ‘expectations’ or the idea of getting something for nothing, which is quite ironic given what she inherited. (Although maybe the fact she lost most of her inheritance through unwise share investments has something to do with the expectations part.) She insists it’s ‘the thought that counts’ when it comes to gift giving, which is clearly where she’s going wrong. I’ve had my share of awful ‘presents’ over the years even if, according to Arrie (who’s apparently scarred from the infamous ‘bestowal’ of NHS prescription glasses), I’ve been veritably ‘spoilt’ as the youngest with generous gifts such as the quilling set when I was eight (‘I thought it would be fun, darling!’) and the electric kettle for my eighteenth (‘Think how popular it will make you at uni!’).

But the worst part isn’t even the presents, it’s Mum’s hurt face when you’re unable to feign gratitude for her latest offering (again, quite ironic given she doesn’t believe in expectations).

Anyway, the year that Mum and Dad ‘gave’ me a donation to the RSPB was the year I snapped: I’ve never been a fan of birds. They’re horrible pecky things. I told Mum this, and Mum told me I was an ingrate, and that birdsong was an absolute gift, and suggested that perhaps I’d like a cash donation instead, and I said, ‘Yes, I bloody would – I’m absolutely broke and I’ve had to stop eating lunch this week – that donation could have fed your daughter and those birds could have eaten worms!’

And then Dad got upset (he’s a real feeder) and said he knew I’d lost weight and this was the first rung on the ladder towards an eating disorder (he listens to All in the Mind on Radio 4 and drops in references to impress Aziz) and asked how much money I needed. I explained that basically £400 a month would really sort me out. So then, predictably, Arrie and Astrid started getting upset (because they wish Dad would give them some cash too but they’re too twatty to admit it), saying that I was a freeloader and I’d never learn to stand on my own two feet if Dad was always bailing me out. Arrie monologued for a good five minutes about how she had her own business as well as the twins by the time she was my age, and that Astrid had been made a senior partner as a corporate lawyer. Dad pointed out that Arrie and Astrid had successful careers and wonderful homes, which not only did they own but which were shared with wonderful men, and that surely they should be concerned that their youngest sister was at risk of an eating disorder.

Astrid asked exactly how I was *at risk* and Dad explained that I was female, skipping meals, had low self-esteem and was a high achiever. Astrid snorted and said that I’d miss a lot more meals if I worked seventy-hour weeks like she did, and that anyone wearing *that outfit* had a pretty high opinion of themselves (she’s always been jealous because I got my cup size from Granny Carver and Astrid’s offerings are pure Mum – stingy) and was Dad really trying to claim that I was a ‘high’ achiever?

‘Maybe not,’ said Dad, ‘but Alice said herself she wasn’t eating. That’s a warning, right, Aziz?’

Aziz had been trying to stay out of things, but he said whilst he wasn’t unduly worried about me, I should come round to his and Astrid’s if I was hungry.

‘See,’ said Dad triumphantly to Astrid, whilst I gave Aziz a hug because he’s lovely, ’your husband is more concerned about your sister than you are!’ You can imagine how well that went down.

Anyway, to cut a long story short, after a massive family argument – where Astrid ended up driving back to London in a pique (not helped by the fact Mum had given her a donation to a Cow Sanctuary), and Arrie went off on one about the NHS glasses again (‘You
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