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‘The queen of fresh, funny, uplifting fiction’ 

Frances Quinn
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Anstey Harris, author of Where We Belong
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Nina Pottell, Prima Magazine

‘Laughter, tears, and a whole lot of life lessons – this book has everything’

Gillian Harvey, author of The Bordeaux Club

‘A heart-rending book that’s very funny and poignant’

Victoria Dowd, author of Murder Most Cold

‘Three generations, three brilliantly-drawn characters, three lives unravelling in different ways – Nicola Gill brings her beautifully drawn characters together with warmth and wit. Laugh out loud funny yet poignant at heart, this is feelgood fiction at its best’

Frances Quinn, author of That Bonesetter Woman

‘That’s Just Perfect is a gorgeous tale of mess-ups, second chances and being perfectly imperfect. So relatable, real, and uplifting. Another gem from Nicola Gill’

Jessica Ryn, author of The Imperfect Art of Caring

‘That’s Just Perfect has all the elements readers have come to expect from Nicola Gill’s novels: warm, loveable and relatable characters facing tangible dilemmas, written with heart and humour on every page. The messaging about authenticity is beautifully executed, and the ending deeply satisfying. It’s a gorgeous book which left me feeling all is well with the world’

Kate Storey, author of The Memory Library

‘Nicola Gill has done it again. This wonderful story about Emily, her father Ed and their mutual life regrets is very funny, uplifting but also moving. Nicola places her flawed-but-lovable characters in impossible situations, and the ensuing story is always credible and a delight. A real treat of a book. Buy it’

Eleni Kyriacou, author of The Unspeakable Acts of Zina Pavlou

‘Nicola Gill has a rare talent for skilfully conjuring wonderfully complex, relatable characters which her readers are rooting for all the way, despite, or perhaps because of, all their imperfections. I loved this book so much [...]That’s Just Perfect is full of humour, warmth and I admit, a few happy tears at the end. A perfect holiday, weekend, or indeed, anytime, read!’

Louise Fein, author of The London Bookshop Affair
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To Caroline, who I rely on for the best MAFS chat. And can also talk to about the trivial stuff.

To Sara, who I leant on during those first mad days of being a new mum and need just as much to this day.

Thank you both for being wonderful friends.
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Chapter One

Sunday

Jane 

As I turn into the driveway, my knuckles whiten on the steering wheel and a lump rises in my throat. The hotel I conjured up in my mind was grim – as if it too didn’t want to be here – but what’s in front of me is a handsome and elegantly proportioned buttery stone manor house, lightly dusted with snow that sparkles in the milky February sunshine.

The course would have to be in bloody Cornwall, wouldn’t it? Memories of previous trips surface. Trying to get sunscreen onto small slippery bodies, the raucous call of seagulls mingling with lapping waves, the feel of my husband’s hand in mine, a small callus where his middle finger met his palm.

Before he decided to hold someone else’s hand.

I slam the car door, blink hard and pull my suitcase from the boot.

Zoe from PenPower pounces before I’ve even got through the double doors. She has pink hair and a bouncy demeanour that makes you think she’s challenged herself to stay on tiptoes at all times. ‘It’s so kind of you to step in at the last minute like this. You can’t have a Novel Bootcamp with no teacher, can you?’

‘Not a problem,’ I say, although that’s an out and out lie. I had to make a series of complicated arrangements for my daughters, a task that wouldn’t have been necessary if their father’s new wife hadn’t decided they should move thirty-five miles away from his daughters’ school. 

I’m also supposed to be finishing my new book this week and this is the book. The one that’s going to give fresh life to my flagging career and make me a novelist with a capital ‘N’.

I couldn’t say no to my friend Felicity. She was in such a state when she called me this morning – knowing there was no way she could teach a week of creative writing when she’s been struck down with norovirus, but also that she depends on the income she gets from teaching regularly for PenPower and they might not look too kindly on her letting them down at the last minute for one of their most sought-after courses.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ my eldest daughter Rebecca said when I told her. ‘PenPower can’t penalise Felicity for being ill.’ (Rebecca is fourteen and knows everything.) 

I wanted to explain that they shouldn’t but they can, that life isn’t always fair and that I’d do anything for Felicity, not least of all because she has kept me (semi) sane over the last few years as the wheels of my life have fallen off one by one. But I didn’t get to say any of that because Rebecca had gone into a rant about boundaries. (When I was her age, boundaries were something you saw on an Ordnance Survey map.)

‘I hope you didn’t have a terrible journey in the snow?’ Zoe says. She has a high-pitched laugh that appears not to be reserved for things that are funny.

‘It was fine thanks. It’s not snowing that heavily. This is Cornwall, after all.’

An elderly looking spaniel lollops through reception with his equally elderly looking owner. It was quite the mission trying to find a kennel who’d take Branston (aka a kennel that hadn’t had him before) and it crosses my mind I could have brought him. I’m more than a little nervous about filling Felicity’s shoes, and it would have been lovely to have some moral support, albeit canine. It wouldn’t have worked though. Branston hates long car journeys. He also gets a little over-exuberant around new people.

‘Most of the students are already here,’ Zoe says. ‘But one has just messaged me to say she’s running late because she’s having a nightmare journey.’

I’ve noticed that people who are habitually late often have ‘nightmare journeys’. Maybe that’s me being ungenerous though.

Zoe starts telling me about the afternoon activities she’s organised throughout the week and how ‘awesome’ they’re going to be. A coastal hike, a visit to an old jail, yoga… 

‘Lovely,’ I say dutifully, even though I have no intention of participating in any activities. I want to devote every spare second I get to finishing this book and making it the very best it can be.

‘The ice skating is at the Eden Project…’

The interior of the hotel is pleasant enough but doesn’t quite match the grandeur outside. Everything feels a little faded and unloved (a bit like me). It’s the kind of place where gentlemen will be required to wear a tie for dinner and disappointing food will be revealed with great fanfare from under large shiny cloches. The snap and crackle of a real fire undoubtedly lends a cosiness to reception though.

‘We’ve got twelve students signed up for the course,’ Zoe says, raking her hand through her hair. ‘I expect you’d like some time to freshen up before the meet and greet.’

The pre-pubescent looking boy behind the desk tells me I’m in Whistler and wishes me a lovely stay. Would I like someone to take my luggage up?

I glance at my single small battered suitcase.

‘I’m fine thanks.’

Zoe and I head towards the stairs. ‘We booked you in on a different floor to all the students.’

I’m not sure what I’m supposed to read into this – an indication of status, perhaps. ‘Thanks.’

‘There are tea and coffee making facilities in the room.’ Again, Zoe laughs for no apparent reason. She must be nervous. 

‘Thanks. I’ll meet you back down here at five o’clock then.’ 

Her phone buzzes and she glances at the screen. ‘Oh no. That’s another message from the woman I mentioned before. She’s not even past Bristol yet, the poor thing.’

She definitely set off late. And what’s with the constant updates? Focus on the driving. 




Chapter Two

Sunday

Lucy

Given my dream of becoming a novelist, I suppose I should be thankful for my overactive imagination. It’s not helping me right now though, when every time my windscreen wipers slice through another mound of snow, I picture my car skidding out of control. I will be jettisoned through the windscreen and thrown across the motorway like a rag doll before being crushed by the lorry behind me. My lifeless body will quickly turn the snow from white to dark red.

I see my two-year-old twins in tiny suits at my funeral. Too young to begin to understand that Mummy is never coming back. 

Stop it, Lucy! Keep your eyes on the road and your mind on the task in hand.

I don’t know why this writing course has to be in the middle of nowhere. The PenPower website wangs on about the tranquil setting and how it’s the perfect place to stimulate creativity, but there’s nothing about this nightmare five-hour journey that’s making me feel one bit creative. We’ll no doubt spend most of the week inside too, which means the ‘ruggedly beautiful Cornish countryside’ and ‘jaw-dropping landscapes’ will be wasted on us. We could be in a Novotel in Slough.

I see a sign for services up ahead and indicate left, a surge of relief flooding my body and also, I imagine, the lorry driver’s whose front bumper is practically touching my back one.

With its harsh fluorescent lighting, cluster of fast-food outlets, smell of sweat and stale cooking oil and soundtrack of killing coming from the gaming zone, the service station is something of an assault on the senses but I’m relieved to be out of the car.

I pee, buy myself a coffee and a luridly pink Krispy Kreme doughnut (now is not the time to worry about shifting the post-partum pounds that have lingered well beyond postpartum) and phone George.

‘Hi.’

Is it my imagination or is there a note of weariness in my husband’s ‘hi’? To be fair, this is my third call home since I set off and each time I’ve said I’m going to have to turn back.

‘It’s snowing so heavily now,’ I say, sighing. ‘The visibility is awful and I’m terrified I’m going to hit a patch of black ice.’

‘I expect they’ve gritted the roads.’

‘But what about when I get off the motorway? When I have to negotiate all those narrow twisty country roads. In the dark.’

‘Just take it steady. Theo, share nicely with your brother please.’

‘I think I’m going to have to turn back.’

‘Umm—’

I know what George wants to say: We’ve been through this. Twice in the last couple of hours. Weighed up how important this writing course is to me, the fact the entry was selective. When I got the email saying I had a place, George and I danced around the kitchen to the twins’ delighted fascination and George said we had to open champagne even though it was only ten in the morning. Hadn’t he told me the short story I’d written was brilliant?

‘Alex,’ George says now. ‘Remember what Daddy said about hitting.’

‘I’m just so frightened. You know I hate driving at the best of times.’

‘I know,’ George says, soothingly.

‘And I’m late. I’m supposed to be there by now.’

‘Don’t worry about that. Drive slower than a milk truck if you need to.’

‘Hmm, tell that to the lorry driver behind me.’ George laughs. ‘I do really want to do this course, don’t I?’

‘You do. Especially as hundreds of people applied for it and only twelve of you got on it.’

‘True.’

‘And don’t forget it could win you representation from a literary agent.’

How incredible would that be? To have an agent like a proper author – someone to launch my career.

‘There’s no guarantee the agent on the course will offer this week’s winner a contract—’

‘I know. But the agents on previous courses have done, haven’t they?’

‘Maybe this year will be the exception to prove the rule? And, anyway, I’ll probably be the worst person on this course.’

‘I’d bet my house you won’t.’

‘You’re biased. And don’t go betting the house please – it’s mine too.’ I take a sip of my coffee which scalds my tongue. ‘Right, I’d better get going.’

‘Let me know you’re there safe.’

A knot forms in my stomach. ‘We haven’t even made our wills.’

‘Lucy.’

‘Okay, okay. I’ll try to curb my imagination.’ 

‘Until you get there.’

A smile spreads across my face. ‘Very good.’




Chapter Three

Sunday

Jane

As I didn’t know I was going to be teaching this course until ten past seven this morning, I had to get ready in something of a rush and skipped a shower. Which means I couldn’t be more delighted to get to my hotel room and find that, while the decor is more than a little tired, there’s a full-sized bath in the en suite. I almost never take baths at home – I don’t have the time. Plus, Branston gets agitated at the mere sniff of me turning on the taps, even if I tell him repeatedly the bath is for me not him. (Weirdly, he rolls in puddles at every opportunity so perhaps it’s only clean water he dislikes.)

While I wait for the tub to fill, I set about unpacking.

‘I owe you big time for stepping in to teach this course,’ Felicity said earlier on the phone. ‘Especially as this has come at such a tough time for you.’

I squashed down the thought that pretty much all of the last few years have been a tough time, told myself not to be so self-pitying – that I can’t bear people who are self-pitying.

Felicity was referring to me being dumped by my agent. This only happened three days ago and has hit me harder than I care to admit. 

It didn’t help that it was yet another dumping in a series. First my husband, then the advertising agency I’d worked at for fifteen years (‘you know we think you’re amazing but sadly it’s all about the numbers’) and then my publisher (‘you know we think you’re amazing but sadly we can’t offer you a new contract. It’s all about the numbers’). Even my tentative foray back into dating resulted in him ending things. Perhaps that’s my brand now: dumpee?

I haven’t even been able to tell anyone except Felicity about this latest happening. I don’t think my non-writer friends would understand that good agents are rarer than truthful politicians, and that when you find one, you imagine your relationship with them will last a lifetime.

I certainly wouldn’t expect them to get that the shame and self-loathing I’m filled with now is comparable to how I felt at the end of my marriage. Because if you’re rejected by the person who’s supposed to be the ultimate champion of your work, well then, what does that say about your work?

Nor would I expect a non-writer to understand how terrified I am I might not get another agent. Because, while Felicity keeps telling me I’ll be snapped up, I know so many talented authors who are getting rejection after rejection. And if you don’t have an agent, well, most publishers won’t even consider you.

Now I sink into a disappointingly lukewarm bath and stare at the framed line drawing of a sea horse (they’ve gone heavy on the seaside theming). I wonder if the woman having the ‘nightmare journey’ has turned up yet or if she’s still somewhere on the road. I imagine when she does finally arrive, she’ll want to regale the whole group with her war story. As if anyone is ever particularly interested in someone else’s journey. If it didn’t involve Brad Pitt or an alien lifeform, then I don’t want to hear about it.

The shower gel is fixed to the wall, presumably to stop people pilfering it. I squirt a little in my hand and wash under my arms.

I hope no one on the course finds out I don’t have an agent now as well as being ‘between publishers’. It’s not exactly inspiring, is it? Work hard and give it absolutely everything you’ve got and you too could end up rejected by everyone.

I suppose I should have seen it coming with my agent. While she has been becoming more successful by the day – making a name for herself – each of my six books has sold less well than the one before it. She’s hot and I’m not, in other words. It wasn’t like that at the beginning, of course, when we were both unknowns.

But I thought she was as excited as I was about my planned pivot into reading group fiction, and when, months ago, I told her the premise of the new book – a woman who isn’t keen on children but whose life is changed by a child coming into it in the strangest of circumstances – she said it was great. Then, last week, when I’m within touching distance of being able to send her the finished book, I got the email to say she’s ‘pruning’ her list.

What did that mean?

Oh. Oh!

She said she ‘wished me well’ and told me this had been ‘very hard to write’. (Yeah, try reading it.)

I towel myself dry, dress and put on some fresh make-up. I need to stop moping about feeling sorry for myself. As my mum always used to say: smile and the whole world smiles with you.

Zoe is waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs. ‘Hi.’ She does one of her strange little laughs. She’s definitely nervous. Maybe she doesn’t normally run these courses on her own? Or maybe she’s worried about me being the teacher? (For goodness’ sake, Jane – not everything is about you.)

‘Everything okay with your room?’ Zoe says.

Should I mention the lukewarm water? I don’t want to seem like a diva. And it was probably a one-off. ‘Perfect, thanks.’

I follow Zoe down a blood-red corridor. At the end of it, there’s a huge poster adorned with a horrible photo of me they must have pulled off the internet. Brownie points for getting it printed so quickly I suppose.

Zoe claps her hands together. ‘Everyone, this is your teacher for the week. Jane Walker.’

I survey the sea of expectant faces wondering if they were bitterly disappointed when they found out they’d got me instead of the more literary Felicity. 

‘Fun fact for you all,’ Zoe says. ‘Jane is the first ever romcom author to teach a PenPower course.’

I flinch. I know Zoe doesn’t mean anything bad by it, but the literary world often looks down its nose at romcom – although God knows the industry would be lost without the money it generates.

‘Oh dear,’ Zoe says as her phone pings. ‘That poor woman was so nearly here but has got lost.’

Lost? Doesn’t she have satnav?

‘I’ll give her a quick call and see if I can help,’ Zoe says.

A man in a bright yellow argyle jumper appears in her wake. ‘Rory Knight,’ he says giving me a CEO type of handshake and flashing an expensive looking smile. ‘Very good of you to step into the breach.’

‘Not a problem.’ 

Rory’s use of a sixteenth-century military expression reinforces my snap judgement – some might say prejudices – that this is a man who’ll have been to a school like Eton or Harrow, read PPE at Oxford or Cambridge and then gone into the City. He’s the type to always write thank-you notes, never use the word ‘toilet’ (very common according to Nanny) and own at least three pairs of red trousers.

‘When I call my wife later, I’ll ask her if she’s read any of your books. I expect she has. She likes that sort of thing.’

That sort of thing? I force a smile. I hate to think of attitudes like this having contributed to me wanting to move away from romcoms and towards the more lauded book group fiction but, while I say it’s simply about wanting a fresh challenge, I know there’s also a small part of me that wants to be taken seriously – whatever the hell that means.

Rory is replaced by a small, wiry man called Fergal who smells overpoweringly of cologne and talks at me with frightening intensity about the literary series he’s working on. The first six have been rejected by agents but he’s confident when they pick up the seventh, they’ll acquire the others too. Everyone loves a backlist, don’t they?

He starts to detail his plot and my mind drifts. I hope my girls and Branston are all right without me this week, and that my dad doesn’t notice a couple of missed visits to the care home. I suppose that’s possible with his dementia. Every cloud.

I suddenly realise Fergal’s monologue has drawn to a close. ‘Hmm, hmm,’ I say desperately hoping he hasn’t just told me he’s recently been diagnosed with a terminal illness. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get a cup of tea.’

I make my way across the room and pour a stewed cup of tea from a white plastic insulated teapot. It’s snowing more heavily outside now, and the square of rugged Cornish countryside framed by the window is almost completely white.

Dhruthi and Beth introduce themselves. They look unfeasibly young – barely older than my daughters. There’s no way I’d have had the confidence to write a novel at that age. To be honest, I’m a little surprised I do now.

‘I loved your last book so much,’ Beth says.

‘You’ve read it?’ Keep the surprise out of your voice, Jane. Hide that imposter syndrome.

‘Yeah,’ Beth says. ‘That bit where Angie visits her mum’s grave was so moving.’

‘That’s very kind.’

Zoe reappears and puts her hand on my arm. ‘Would you like to do an intro talk before dinner, outlining what people can expect from the week?’ Chuckle, chuckle. 

She’s definitely nervous. ‘I think I’ll leave that until tomorrow morning. What happened to our late arrival?’

‘She finally made it thank goodness. In fact, here she is now.’

Which is when I look towards the doorway and see her.




Chapter Four

Sunday

Lucy

Her?

Her?

HER?

This is a total fucking disaster. I will a meteor to hit the earth and wipe out humanity.

The woman with the pink hair from PenPower is prattling on in my ear. I must come and meet Jane, our tutor for the week.

I want to run but my legs have turned to jelly and, despite the chill, my whole body feels as if it’s on fire. ‘I… I… just need to go and get my notebook.’ I look down at the glittery gold notebook in my hand. ‘My, er, other notebook.’ I turn on my heel and make my getaway.




Chapter Five

Sunday

Jane

I shut myself in the toilet cubicle and force myself to take slow, deep breaths. I hate that hoary old cliché, ‘you couldn’t write it’, but I’m forced to admit that it does seem apposite right now. Because what are the odds of the woman who stole my husband turning up on a course that I’m supposed to be teaching?

There are loads of writing course. Loads. All over the country. All over the world. 

Why does she have to turn up on this one?

For that matter, why does she have to decide she wants to be a bloody writer? Is she intent on stealing my whole life?

A few months ago, when George was picking up the girls for the weekend, he casually mentioned that Lucy was writing a novel. I don’t know what he expected me to do with the information. Offer to read her work, perhaps? Introduce her to my agent or editor? (I still had both at the time.) I’m nice, George, but I’m not that nice.

In fact, sitting here in this sickly yellow-coloured cubicle breathing in the faux citrus mingled with bleach and listening to the blood whooshing in my ears, I’m thinking all kind of very un-nice things. Things that might see me swapping my hotel room for a cell.

I can’t go to prison though. My daughters need me even if they’re at an age where they’re compelled to act as if my very existence is an imposition. Besides, prison food is notoriously horrible and I don’t suppose they’d let Anita in to do my lowlights every six weeks.

My stomach churns and my mouth floods with saliva. There are few days in my life I remember with absolute clarity. I couldn’t tell you what the weather was like on my wedding day and I struggle to remember if it was Rebecca or Hannah who was born at eleven forty-eight. But the day George told me he wanted a divorce is crystal clear in my memory. I was still working as an advertising TV producer at the time and I was at a voice-over recording for a supermarket campaign. As the actor delivered the ‘slightly quicker read with a smile in the voice’ he’d been directed to by the creative team, George messaged saying he needed to meet me for lunch. I tried to put him off, saying my session didn’t end until half past one and I had to dash straight back to the agency, but George was insistent. 

He told me before we’d even got to the sandwich shop. Right there in the middle of the bustling Soho street where people were spilling out of post-production houses and thinking about whether they wanted sushi or a salad. There was a pile of purplish vomit outside the Lamb & Flag and I instinctively put my hand on George’s arm to steer him away and then wished I’d let him step in it.

Voices outside drag me back into the present and I grab some sheets of loo roll and wipe the tears from my cheeks. I’ll tell Zoe I’m not well. That I must have caught norovirus from Felicity. The waves of nausea washing over me will make it easy to act.

My hands shake as I unlock the cubicle door. Zoe’s words from earlier drift back into my consciousness: you’re a total lifesaver. We thought we’d have to cancel the course. She’s not going to be happy about me leaving. There’s no way I can stay though.




Chapter Six

Sunday

Lucy

I hurl my case on the bed and haphazardly start throwing things into it, hot, fat tears rolling down my cheeks. I had such high hopes for this week. Finally, I’d finish the novel I’ve been wanting to write since I was twelve. Not to mention get a break from my kids (I love my boys but God they’re relentless), and maybe even make my husband miss me. The two of us have drifted off track recently. Lots of rows, not much laughter and very little chance indeed to test out my haphazard approach to my pelvic floor exercises.

How must Jane be feeling right now? She barely flinched when her eyes met mine but she can’t like the two of us being under one roof. She’s not one for showing emotion though. The few times I’ve seen her at family events, I’ve been sweaty and shaky while she’s appeared unruffled. One might attribute this to her having the moral high ground, although the part of the narrative that always seems to get skipped over is that she met someone else before George and I got together. That’s not to say what I did is unproblematic – and I think I can give up any hope of winning a prize for services to the sisterhood – but it does put a slightly different spin on her presenting herself as Saint Jane.

It’s been an absolute mission to do this course. Winning a place on it in the first instance, of course, but also getting the time off work and persuading George he could actually ‘babysit’ the twins for a whole week. We had a massive row when I screamed, ‘IT ISN’T FUCKING BABYSITTING. IT’S YOUR OWN KIDS.’ George rolled his eyes and said I knew what he meant and why do I always have to pick a fight about everything?

If I leave soon, I should be back in Farnham by ten o’clock. It might take a bit longer because of the snow.

Wait, the snow! 

I peel back the heavy brocade curtain and peer outside. Nothing but white as far as the eye can see.

I hurl the trainer I had in my hand at the wall. I can’t leave tonight. It’s too dangerous. Theo and Alex need me. George too, I suppose, even if he doesn’t act like he needs me these days.

I’m trapped here. With her.

My phone rings. George. I’m about to launch into my woes when I hear the wailing in the background.

‘What’s happened? Is one of them hurt? Are they both hurt?’

My phone cuts out. I’ve lost signal. I grab my key card, run out into the corridor where mercifully a couple of bars appear. ‘You’re phoning from A&E, aren’t you?’

‘Theo has lost Monkey,’ George says over the wailing.

‘Oh my God. How?’

‘I don’t know.’ George sounds exasperated. As if this has happened on my watch. 

‘There’s a back-up Monkey.’ I resist the urge to add: that you scoffed at me buying. 

‘He’s on the top shelf of the cupboard on the landing.’

‘You’re brilliant!’

‘George, you won’t believe who’s teachi—’

But my husband has already ended the call.

I return to my room and hurl myself face down on the horrible chintz eiderdown. An hour ago, I was beside myself with joy at the prospect of eight hours of uninterrupted sleep. 

Now, I’d give anything to be back home.

Breathe, Lucy, breathe. I don’t even have to leave this room. I’ll WhatsApp Zoe to say I’ve got a migraine coming on so need to lie down. It’s not even an out-and-out lie because a pain has started to pulse behind my eyes. I rummage through my bag for paracetamol. I’ve got barely enough water left to wash down the tablets. I fill my bottle from the bathroom tap ignoring the large sign saying: Not drinking water. I probably won’t get diarrhoea. (Though if I did, maybe I could say I can’t leave my room and participate in the course on Zoom? No, I don’t even want to be in the same hotel as her.)

I scrabble around in my bag desperately hoping to find a cereal bar or a packet of crisps that will pass as dinner but all I can come up with is one solitary Polo mint that’s escaped its packaging and is covered in fluff. For God’s sake! I never normally go anywhere without snacks. No mother of toddlers does.

When I walked down the stairs earlier, I remember feeling nervous that the course was going to be taught by Felicity Marshall who’s one of my writing heroes. Even though she was part of the reason I picked this course, I was suddenly nervous about making a fool of myself in front of her. What if she thought all my writing was dire? In that moment, I found myself thinking I’d rather it was anyone but her teaching the course. Talk about be careful what you wish for.

George’s number flashes up on my phone again. This time the call fails immediately. I rush back out into the corridor.

‘Theo says it’s not Monkey,’ George shouts over the wailing.

‘But he’s identical.’

‘I know.’

Panic courses through my body. Theo cannot be without Monkey. My mind spins. What is it that makes Theo so sure Monkey two is an imposter? I picture Monkey one, barely out of his sweaty little grip. It goes everywhere with him – he even insists on having it with him while he eats. It’s a nightmare trying to wash it. My only window is when the twins are at nursery for four hours on my working from home days and even then it’s a huge rush to try to get it dry in time. When I give it back to Theo, he always wrinkles his nose, the smell of Fairy Non Bio clearly not as pleasing as that of spilt milk, playdough and drool. 

Something clunks into place in my brain. ‘Put me on FaceTime.’

George does as I’ve asked and I take in the scene. The kitchen the proverbial bombsite, Theo and Alex hunched in the corner, Theo’s face puce and puffy with misery. 

(Can children do themselves physical harm crying excessively? It can’t be good for them.) 

‘Hello my sweethearts.’

‘Theo crying,’ Alex announces superfluously.

‘Theo,’ I say. ‘Before Mummy left, I gave Monkey a little bath. That’s why he smells a bit funny. And he had to have his hair washed too. He made a bit of a fuss. Monkey hates having his hair washed. Just like you and Alex do.’

Theo stops wailing.

‘I think Monkey might still be a bit upset about the hair washing actually, so you should give him a little cuddle.’ 

I hold my breath as, almost in slow motion, Theo takes Monkey from George and locks him in an embrace. Alex joins in too.

George beams at me and winks. ‘Boys, say goodbye to Mummy and then you can go and have one more episode of Peppa Pig before Daddy reads you a bedtime story.’

I’m about to say that we don’t have screen time after bath time but I suppose it doesn’t matter this once. I hear George’s mum telling me, ‘a man won’t help if you’re always telling them they’re doing it wrong’. I wanted to hit her at the time, scream that things have changed a bit since her day and men are expected to do their bit. Perhaps I wouldn’t have the problems I have now if she didn’t think the sun shines out of her bloody son’s backside?

‘How the writing retreat?’

I groan. For a second, the drama with Monkey made me forget about Jane. ‘A disaster because the person who was supposed to be our course tutor isn’t well and you’ll never guess who’s taken her place? Jane.’

‘My Jane?’

What’s that supposed to mean? ‘No, George. A completely random Jane I’ve never come across before. That’s why I was telling you it’s a disaster.’

George laughs. Actually laughs. I want to reach through the screen and punch him.

‘I’m glad you think it’s funny. That this course I’ve paid a bloody fortune for and been looking forward to for weeks is being taught by your ex-wife.’

‘To be fair, she’s a good writer. And I imagine a pretty good teacher.’

I dig my nails into my palms. ‘Yes, well, I won’t get to find out. I’m leaving first thing tomorrow morning.’

‘But—’

‘Don’t bother to argue with me. There’s no way I’m staying here with her. I’d leave right now if I could but it’s snowing heavily and I’m not going to let that bitch kill me.’

A young girl with a cleaning cart walks past and gives me a strange look.

‘It seems a shame for you to miss the course,’ George says. ‘It’ll be good to have you back though. Oh, I can even go to Pete’s stag do on Saturday night. Listen, I’d better go. I want to get the boys settled before the footie starts. See you tomorrow.’

I stand staring at my phone. I’d have liked a little more sympathy about the predicament I’m in. And there was something rather unseemly about the haste with which George worked out he could go to that stag do.

My stomach growls in a way that tells me it won’t be satisfied with a single fluff-covered Polo. I’m going to go down for dinner. It’s one meal with Jane and there are lots of other people around too. How bad can it be?




Chapter Seven

Sunday

Jane

I try to act composed as I step back into the meeting room. It’s fine if people think I look unwell, in fact I need them to believe that, but I don’t want the world to get a glimpse of the fact I’m unravelling. That as far as my body is concerned, time has evaporated and I’m back there in that Soho street listening as the man I’ve been with for twenty-four years, the father of my children, tells me he’s sorry but he’s in love with someone else. 

Lucy is nowhere to be seen and I offer up a silent prayer to the universe that I can manage to get out of here before she returns from whatever rock she’s hiding under. 

There’s a hubbub of chatter and the open fire has taken the edge off the chill. The insulated teapots have been replaced by prosecco and I gaze longingly at the dark green bottles thinking I’ve rarely been more in need of a drink. I’m not going to have one when I’m driving though. 

Zoe is on the other side of the room chatting to Rory and a couple of other people I haven’t met yet.

I practise the words in my head: I’m so sorry, Zoe, but I’m afraid I’m not feeling well.

Will she believe me? Judging by what I saw in the bathroom mirror a few minutes ago, I’d say she will. It doesn’t matter anyway. I just need to get out of here and fast.

People stop me as I walk. They’re excited about the week ahead. They’ve been telling themselves they’d do something like this for ages. They’ve wanted to write since they were six, ten, eighteen…

Stop it! I want to shout. Don’t make me feel worse than I already do.

My legs are gelatinous beneath me. I force them to keep moving.

I’ll tell Zoe I’ll do my best to find a replacement teacher for the week. I won’t dwell on the fact I don’t think my chances of getting someone are great and that, even if I do, there’s no way they’re going to be able to get here for tomorrow morning.

‘Excuse me.’

I turn to see a woman with a big lopsided smile.

‘Hi, I’m Sheila. I’m so glad you stepped in to teach the course because I’ve been looking forward to it for ages and ages and I have to get this frickin’ book finished because the world has been deprived of my greatness for long enough – lol! Sorry I always talk too much when I’m nervous. And when I’m not nervous, for that matter.’ 

I laugh.

Sheila’s phone pings and she glances at the screen. ‘Excuse me, my mum’s looking after my kids for me. Just checking to see they haven’t broken her yet.’

I smile. ‘Boys or girls?’

‘One of each. Ellie is four and Mal is one.’

‘They’re lovely at that age.’

‘If you say so.’

‘Hard work.’

She crosses her eyes. ‘Yeah. Especially since I’m a single mum.’ She takes a sip of her drink. ‘Have you got kids?’

‘Two girls of twelve and fourteen.’

‘You don’t look old enough.’ She laughs. ‘God, I sound like a real teacher’s pet! It’s true though. I thought you were going to say they’re the same age as mine.’

‘Well, thanks. I kind of wish they were sometimes.’

‘Nah, you’re looking back with rose-tinted spectacles, mate. Think of all the sleepless nights and the tantrums. Not to mention the arse-wiping. I have to do that for work as well. I work in a care home, by the way. Just in case you thought I was a sex worker specialising in men who like getting their bums wiped. I saw a programme about that once: grown men in nappies.’

‘Eww,’ I say, laughing. ‘There’s a thought. You’ll have to excuse me, I’m afraid. I need to talk to Zoe.’

‘No worries, I want to get a top-up of prosecco anyway. Never waste a free bar.’

I weave my way across the slightly sticky carpet. Still no sign of Lucy thank God. I’d so like to get out of here without having to see her again. Or, for that matter, punching her.

I regret stopping to chat to Sheila. If you’re going to let people down, it’s easier not to get to know them, especially when they have the kind of natural charm that’s the opposite of the fake oleaginous variety that’s given the word a bad name. And given she’s a single mum with a job in a care home, I don’t even want to think about how long she must have saved up to afford the £1,600 Felicity told me people pay for this course.

It’s not my fault that Lucy’s here though and no one reasonable could expect me to spend a week with a woman who stole my husband.

The chatter bounces off the walls and somewhere in the distance a dog starts to yap insistently.

It’s not just Sheila and it’s not just about money. Everyone who is on the course will have to have booked time off work or arranged childcare or made all the little adjustments it takes to temporarily absent yourself from your normal life. They’ll have got into cars or on trains or coaches. Marsha has come all the way from Dumfries. She laughed when I said it must have taken her ages to get here. Said it had taken a lifetime, but that was nothing to do with the journey which had been ‘nae bother’.

And quite apart from all that, there’s all the hope that hangs over the week. I remember all too well what it’s like to be desperate to get published. To wonder if it’s this book that will be the one or if all your hours of hard work will come to nothing. I can’t let the guilt take hold though, so I fix my eyes on Zoe and keep walking.

‘Jane,’ Zoe says. ‘I know you’ve met Rory but I don’t think you’ve been introduced to Richard or Livia yet? Livia is a journalist and Richard is an actor.’

‘Allegedly,’ Richard says, laughing. ‘Although I’m not what you’d call snowed under with work at the moment! Anyway, it’s fabulous to meet you. And may I say how much I adore your jacket? Is it Dolce?’

‘Umm, M&S.’ I turn to Zoe. ‘Please can I have a quick word with you in private?’

‘Yes, of course.’ She does one of her nervous laughs.

Zoe rakes her hand through her hair. ‘And after that, don’t let me to forget to tell you my news.’

‘You go first,’ I say, wanting to put off the moment I ruin her day.

‘Y’know we had the agent Jeremy Ross joining us on Thursday to run a couple of sessions? Well, he’s had to drop out. Family emergency.’

My heart plummets. If I felt bad about walking out before, I feel even worse now I know there’s no calvary. Which is irrational really as it’s not as if the course could continue with no teacher from now until Thursday. Jeremy was only ever going to be the icing on the cake.

‘The good news is we’ve got someone to step and take his place though,’ Zoe says. ‘Rashida Ptak.’

I feel as if all the air has been knocked out of my lungs. Because Rashida Ptak is not just any agent but the one who’s top of the list of people I want to approach – my dream agent. (Not to be unkind, but she’s in a different league to Jeremy Ross.) ‘Rashida Ptak is coming here?’

Zoe claps her tiny hands together. ‘Yes! Isn’t it wonderful? I’ve never met her before but she’s such a name in the industry. To be honest, we were surprised when she said yes.’

My mind cartwheels. Just because I meet Rashida face to face, it doesn’t mean she’ll take me on as a client. Even if we get on brilliantly and I somehow impress her with my teaching (unlikely), she’d still have to fall in love with my new book. But, given agents get hundreds and hundreds of books submitted to them, it stands to reason that the one they’re likely to pick up first is one where there’s some kind of personal connection rather than yet another anonymous manuscript.

‘… I haven’t had a chance to tell the participants yet. This is hot off the press.’ 

If Rashida did take me on, that would change everything for me. The Bookseller recently did an interview with her and the headline was: The Dream Maker: What Makes Rashida Ptak the Agent Every Author Wants.

As well as talking to the woman herself, there were lots of quotes from the authors she looks after, all effusive in their praise. Rashida keeps her list small so that everyone on it gets the attention they deserve. She takes on no more than one or two new clients a year and maintains a personal touch despite her global reach. She is, in the words of one, ‘the best person you could possibly have in your corner’.

Zoe is still talking but her words wash over me.

Can I stay with Lucy here?

Can I go with Rashida coming here?

‘Rashida said she’s very much looking forward to meeting you on Thursday. She says she knows the two of you will make a great team.’

My heart hammers against the wall of my chest. Rashida means a ‘great team’ teaching this course – nothing more. ‘That’s nice.’

‘Yeah,’ Zoe says, laughing. ‘What were you going to tell me?’

‘Er… well… er… there seems to be a bit of a problem with the hot water in my room. I wonder if you might be able to ask someone to take a look at it?’




Chapter Eight

Sunday

Lucy

Well, this is fun. Right up there with when I gave birth to the twins and the epidural only worked on one side.

Forget the expression ‘if looks could kill’, when I walked back into this room, Jane gave me a look that suggested she’d also like to eviscerate me and wear my entrails as a necklace.

Then there’s the added joy of not knowing whether she’s told anyone else here about our connection (connection!). Whether they’re all blissfully unaware or sizing up THE HARLOT HUSBAND STEALER.

I imagine Jane hasn’t said anything. She’s nothing if not buttoned-up and likes to present her life as perfect.

Then again, her other favourite role is Jane the Martyr.

I pour myself a large glass of lukewarm prosecco (not quite sure why it’s not cold when the ambient temperature in here is sodding freezing but I guess it’s just that kinda day) and down it in one.

If Jane does decide to tell anyone about the past, they’re almost certain to take everything she says at face value without giving me the opportunity to tell my side of the story. I won’t get a chance to explain that Jane and George were already over before I met him and that Jane was the first one to be unfaithful. More than anything, I wish I could tell people that I didn’t choose to fall in love with George, that it was something that
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