

Foreword by Daisy Buchanan

When I met Samantha Sweeting for the very first time, I was feeling lost. I was in the middle of an English Literature degree, and I was beginning to worry that I’d made a terrible mistake. Books were supposed to be the great love of my life. Like Samantha, I identified as a very hard worker. At school, I’d been obsessive about maintaining perfect grades, and I was terrified of failing and falling behind. But once I got to university, I’d started to fall and fail before the end of the first lecture. I hated my course, I hated everything on the reading list, and most of all I hated the fact that I felt stupid, all the time. Being clever was my identity. Getting top marks defined me. I wasn’t good at anything else. If I wasn’t a clever girl or a hard worker, who was I?

I’d been a huge Sophie Kinsella fan since I was a teenager and fell in love with Becky Bloomwood. When I picked up The Undomestic Goddess during a break from my studies, I thought I knew exactly what to expect – a story that would make me laugh, hard. A story that I had permission to simply enjoy, without reading a long essay by Foucault or Derrida explaining its place in the literary canon. Instead, I discovered a novel that would change my life.

The Undomestic Goddess is a story of a young woman learning to live for herself. It’s about anxiety, self-worth, and how it feels to constantly struggle and strive because you’re trying to keep yourself safe. It’s about what happens to us when we deny ourselves pleasure and joy – and it’s about the way we become strong, supple and alive when we make room for pleasure and turn our faces to the sun. It’s hysterically funny, hugely warm, and it features the hottest ‘sexy gardener’ storyline of all time. (It makes Lady Chatterley’s Lover look like the RHS Guide to Watering Cans.)

The story is set in motion when Samantha ­discovers she’s made a mistake at work – a mistake so earth- and life-shattering that she abandons everything and walks away from her office in a state of shock. She takes the first train she sees and finds herself in a different world. When she stumbles into the village of Lower Ebury, she might as well be in Narnia; the rules of her London life don’t apply here. Still overwhelmed by fear and confusion – and under the influence of some pharmaceutical-grade ­painkillers  – she accidentally applies for a job as the Geigers’ housekeeper. And Trish and Ed  Geiger are every bit as strange and ­loveable as one of C. S. Lewis’s native creatures. Warm, wealthy, well-meaning – with a dose of snobbery that belies more than a little vulnerability and social ­anxiety – they’re some of my favourite Kinsella comic creations.

Comedy is why I keep coming back to Sophie Kinsella’s novels, and I think The Undomestic Goddess might be her funniest book. It’s a joy to see the capable, competent Samantha attempting to take on a role so far outside her comfort zone. I hope I’m not the only person who finds Sam’s domestic disasters painfully relatable – I, too, have destroyed a loaf of bread while attempting to make a single sandwich. But I’ve yet to apply Sam’s creativity, resourcefulness and energy to finding ingenious solutions. (Shopaholic fans will be delighted to discover that Sam isn’t above occasionally getting herself out of trouble with a credit card.)

Readers who are discovering The Undomestic Goddess for the very first time might be startled to discover just how prescient it is. To put it in extremely online terms, it’s almost a tale of #girlboss v. #tradwife. When we meet Samantha, work is her world. Her ethos reminds me of the old slogan ‘You have the same amount of hours in the day as Beyoncé,’ and if you work at the ultra-competitive top law firm Carter Spink, every hour is billable and worth hundreds of pounds. She works late into the night, she comes into the office at weekends, and she almost misses her own birthday. She’s more or less given up on dating, nutrition and self-care because they get in the way of work. Samantha defined hustle culture long before the phrase was widely used.
Away from the office, Samantha is forced to confront the shadow side of her perfectionism. She cares about being a good housekeeper, just as much as she cares about being a good lawyer. She’s determined to excel in her new role, and that determination causes her much frustration. When she burns her baking and battles with the washing machine, she struggles to cope – not because of the tasks themselves, but because she can’t immediately execute them flawlessly. Revisiting The Undomestic Goddess helped me to understand the roots of the domestic fantasies that are having a big moment online right now. The pressure women put themselves under is unreal. It doesn’t matter whether we want to make partner or make meringues, we just want to feel safe and to silence the voices in our heads that tell us we’re never going to be good enough.

Samantha’s breakthrough comes when she realizes that perfection is boring, and that pleasure is worth seeking and savouring. After years of living like a robot, trying to squeeze efficiency into every single second, she’s forced to slow down. There’s a centrifugal force at play that prevents her from carrying on at speed. She’s got to learn to yearn and wait for her bread to rise, literally and figuratively. And she’s got to wait for Nathan.

Like Samantha, we could be forgiven for assuming that the Geigers’ hot gardener is a man of the soil with no experience of life beyond Lower Ebury. But Kinsella makes it clear that Nathan is a complex character, who has much more in common with Samantha than we might realize. This isn’t a story about country versus city, or home-making versus careers  –  it’s about values. And Nathan’s hottest attributes might be his honesty and decency. Samantha has been surrounded by colleagues who are lawyers first and people second. Nathan gives the story a profoundly human core. (Although I should admit that I really enjoy the scenes where we get to see him with his shirt off.)

There’s so much I adore about this book. If you’re reading it for the very first time, I don’t want to spoil the pleasure of discovery and broadcast the delights that lie ahead. But look out for Nathan’s lovely Mum, Iris, and feel free to steal her excellent cooking techniques. I did. You’ll also enjoy the Geiger niece Melissa Hurst, aspiring lawyer and general nightmare. And Samantha’s transformation is layered. Obviously, there’s much more to her work situation than meets the eye. And obviously Kinsella lets her heroine redeem herself with a series of stunningly executed twists and turns. Spending time in Lower Ebury with Samantha is so delicious that I’d be happy to read three hundred pages of pastry-making, bread baking and champagne with Trish Geiger. But the pace of the story never drops, and neither does the drama. When I reached the final pages for the first time, it was with an open mouth and a racing heart.

This is a story with so much warmth, heart and soul. It reminds me that nearly everyone has something positive in their personality, if we’re willing to look for it. It’s brought me so much pleasure and joy. I return to it often, and it always leaves me better than it found me. But it also asks me to dig deep and think seriously about the kind of person, partner and friend I want to become. I believe that re-reading beloved books is a way to keep our past, present and future selves connected. When I picked up this book as a burned-out undergraduate, it taught me to slow down, take a breath and be a bit kinder to myself. When I re-read The Undomestic Goddess now, I can find my twenty-year-old self between the pages, reminding me that I’m allowed to stop rushing and to put happiness first. Everything is going to be all right.

I’m so glad I met this book when I did, and I think I need it even more today than I did twenty years ago. It has shown me that we can be smart and ambitious, without being defined by our output and productivity. I don’t want to believe that I must seem impressive and successful, just to earn the right to exist. Yes, I want to channel Samantha’s tenacity, creativity and commitment. But most of all, I want to slow down, prioritize pleasure, and turn my face to the sun.

I hope this book brings you joy and peace. Books find us at the moments when we need them the most. If you’re reading this right now, this story might have reached you at a time when you’re thinking about resting, recalibrating and living differently. If you’ve met Samantha before and you’re about to be reunited with her, I wonder what will be the same for you this time, and what will feel fresh and different. Every time I come back to this book, I draw more strength and inspiration from it, and Samantha’s final choice makes more sense to me. Ultimately, the message of this novel is so powerful because it isn’t preachy, it’s funny. In Lower Ebury, Kinsella has built a world that feels wholly real – albeit a world we all want to escape into. The best fiction changes us, and the way we live, by creating hope and showing us all that joy is possible. The Undomestic Goddess does exactly that.
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ONE

Would you consider yourself stressed?

No. I’m not stressed.

I’m … busy. Plenty of people are busy. It’s the way the world is. I have a high-powered job, my career is important to me and I enjoy it.

OK. So sometimes I do feel a bit tense. Kind of pressured. But I’m a lawyer in the City, for God’s sake. What do you expect?

My handwriting is pressing so hard into the page, I’ve torn the paper. Dammit. Never mind. Let’s move on to the next question.

On average, how many hours do you spend in the office every day?

14

12

8

It depends.

Do you exercise regularly?

I regularly go swimming

I occasionally go swim

I am intending to begin a regular regime of swimming. When I have time. Work’s been busy lately, it’s a blip.

Do you drink 8 glasses of water a day?

Yes

Someti

No.

I put down my pen and clear my throat. Across the room, Maya looks up from where she’s rearranging all her little pots of wax and nail varnish. Maya is my beauty therapist for the day. She has long dark hair in a plait with one white streak woven through it, and a tiny silver stud in her nose.

‘Everything all right with the questionnaire?’ she says in her soft voice.

‘I did mention that I’m in a bit of a hurry,’ I say politely. ‘Are all these questions absolutely necessary?’

‘We like to have as much information as possible to assess your beauty and health needs,’ she says in soothing yet implacable tones.

I glance at my watch. Nine forty-five.

I don’t have time for this. I really do not have the time. But it’s my birthday treat and I promised Aunt Patsy.

To be more accurate, it’s last year’s birthday treat. Aunt Patsy gave me the gift voucher for an ‘Ultimate De-stress Experience’ just over a year ago. She’s my mother’s sister and has major worries about women with careers. Every time I see her she grasps my shoulders and peers at my face with an anxious frown, and in the card that came with the voucher she wrote ‘Make Some Time For Yourself, Samantha!!!’

Which I did fully intend to do. But we had a couple of busy patches at work and somehow a year went by without my finding a spare moment. I’m a lawyer with Carter Spink, and just at the moment things are pretty hectic. It’s a blip. It’ll get better. I just have to get through the next couple of weeks.

Anyway, then Aunt Patsy sent me this year’s birthday card – and I suddenly realized the voucher was about to expire. So here I am, on my twenty-ninth birthday. Sitting on a couch in a white towelling robe and surreal paper knickers. With a half-day window. Max.

Do you smoke?

No.

Do you drink alcohol?

Yes.

Do you eat regular home-cooked meals?

I look up, a bit defensive. What does that have to do with anything? What makes home-cooked meals superior?

I eat a nutritious, varied diet, I write at last.

Which is absolutely true.

Anyway, everyone knows the Chinese live longer than we do – so what could be more healthy than to eat their food? And pizza is Mediterranean. It’s probably more healthy than a home-cooked meal.

Do you feel your life is balanced?

Yes.

N

Yes.

‘I’m done,’ I announce, and hand the pages back to Maya, who starts reading through my answers. Her finger is travelling down the paper at a snail’s pace. Like we’ve got all the time in the world.

Which she may well have. But I seriously have to be back in the office by one.

‘I’ve read your answers carefully,’ Maya gives me a thoughtful look, ‘and you’re obviously quite a stressed-out woman.’

What? Where does she get that from? I specifically put on the form, I am not stressed out.

‘No I’m not.’ I give her a relaxed, see-how-unstressed-I-am smile.

Maya looks unconvinced. ‘Your job is obviously very pressured.’

‘I thrive under pressure,’ I explain. Which is true. I’ve known that about myself ever since …

Well, ever since my mother told me, when I was about eight. You thrive under pressure, Samantha. Our whole family thrives under pressure. It’s like our family motto or something.

Apart from my brother Peter, of course. He had a nervous breakdown. But the rest of us.

I love my job. I love the satisfaction of spotting the loophole in a contract. I love the adrenaline rush of closing a deal. I love the thrill of negotiation, and arguing, and making the best point in the room.

I suppose, just occasionally, I do feel as though someone’s piling heavy weights on me. Like big concrete blocks, one on top of the other, and I have to keep holding them up, no matter how exhausted I am …

But then everyone probably feels like that. It’s normal.

‘Your skin’s very dehydrated.’ Maya is shaking her head. She runs an expert hand across my cheek and rests her fingers underneath my jaw, looking concerned. ‘Your heart rate’s very high. That’s not healthy. Are you feeling particularly tense at the moment?’

‘Work’s pretty busy right now,’ I shrug. ‘It’s just a blip. I’m fine.’ Can we get on with it?

‘Well.’ Maya gets up. She presses a button set in the wall and gentle pan-pipe music fills the air. ‘All I can say is, you’ve come to the right place, Samantha. Our aim here is to de-stress, revitalize and detoxify.’

‘Lovely,’ I say, only half listening. I’ve just remembered, I never got back to David Elldridge about that Ukrainian oil contract. I meant to call him yesterday. Shit.

‘The aim of the Green Tree Centre is to provide a haven of tranquillity, away from all your day-to-day worries.’ Maya presses another button in the wall, and the light dims to a muted glow. ‘Before we start,’ she says softly, ‘do you have any questions?’

‘Actually, I do.’ I lean forward.

‘Good!’ She beams. ‘Are you curious about today’s treatments, or is it something more general?’

‘Could I possibly send a quick email?’ I say politely.

Maya’s smile freezes on her face.

‘Just quickly,’ I add. ‘It won’t take two secs—’

‘Samantha, Samantha …’ Maya shakes her head. ‘You’re here to relax. To take a moment for yourself. Not to send emails. It’s an obsession! An addiction! As evil as alcohol. Or caffeine.’

For goodness’ sake, I’m not obsessed. I mean, that’s ridiculous. I check my emails about once every … thirty seconds, maybe.

The thing is, a lot can change in thirty seconds.

‘And besides, Samantha,’ Maya goes on, ‘do you see a computer in this room?’

‘No,’ I reply, obediently looking around the dim little room.

‘This is why we ask that you leave all electronic equipment in the safe. No mobile phones are permitted. No little computers.’ Maya spreads her arms. ‘This is a retreat. An escape from the world.’

‘Right.’ I nod meekly.

Now is probably not the time to reveal that I have a BlackBerry hidden in my paper knickers.

‘So, let’s begin.’ Maya smiles. ‘Lie down on the couch, under a towel. And please remove your watch.’

‘I need my watch!’

‘It’s another addiction.’ She clicks her tongue reprovingly. ‘You don’t need to know the time while you’re here.’

She turns away discreetly and with reluctance I take off my watch. Then, a little awkwardly, I arrange myself on the couch, trying to avoid squashing my precious BlackBerry.

I did see the rule about no electronic equipment. And I did surrender my Dictaphone. But three hours without a BlackBerry? I mean, what if something came up at the office? What if there was an emergency?

And it doesn’t even make logical sense. If they really wanted people to relax, they would let them keep their BlackBerries and mobile phones, not confiscate them.

Anyway, she’ll never see it under my towel.

‘I’m going to begin with a relaxing foot rub,’ says Maya, and I feel her smoothing some kind of lotion over my feet. ‘Try to clear your mind.’

I stare dutifully up at the ceiling. Clear my mind. My mind is as clear as a transparent … glass …

What am I going to do about Elldridge? I should have got back to him. He’ll be waiting for a response. What if he tells the other partners I was lax? What if it affects my chances of partnership?

I feel a clench of alarm. Now is not the time to be leaving anything to chance.

‘Try to let go of all your thoughts …’ Maya is chanting. ‘Feel the release of tension …’

Maybe I could send him a very quick email. Underneath my towel.

Surreptitiously I reach down and feel the hard corner of my BlackBerry. Gradually I inch it out of my paper knickers. Maya is still massaging my feet, totally oblivious.

‘Your body is growing heavy … your mind should be emptying …’

I edge the BlackBerry up onto my chest until I can just see the screen underneath the towel. Thank goodness this room is so dim. Trying to keep my movements to a minimum, I furtively start typing an email with one hand.

‘Relaax …’ Maya is saying soothingly. ‘Imagine you’re walking along a beach …’

‘Uh huh …’ I murmur.

David, I’m typing. Re ZFN Oil contract. I read through amendments. Feel our response should be

‘What are you doing?’ says Maya, suddenly alert.

‘Nothing!’ I say, hastily shoving the BlackBerry back under the towel. ‘Just … er … relaxing.’

Maya comes round the couch and looks at the bump in the towel where I’m clutching the BlackBerry.

‘Are you hiding something?’ she says in disbelief.

‘No!’

From under the towel the BlackBerry emits a little bleep. Damn.

‘I think that was a car,’ I say, trying to sound casual. ‘Outside in the street.’

Maya’s eyes narrow. ‘Samantha,’ she says in slow, ominous tones. ‘Do you have a piece of electronic equipment under there?’

I have the feeling that if I don’t confess she’ll rip my towel off anyway.

‘I was just sending an email,’ I say at last and sheepishly produce the BlackBerry.

‘You workaholics!’ She grabs it out of my hand in exasperation. ‘Emails can wait. It can all wait. You just don’t know how to relax!’

‘I’m not a workaholic!’ I retort indignantly. ‘I’m a lawyer! It’s different!’

‘You’re in denial.’ She shakes her head.

‘I’m not! Look, we’ve got some big deals on at the firm. I can’t just switch off! Especially not right now. I’m … well, I’m up for partnership at the moment.’

As I say the words aloud I feel the familiar stabbing of nerves. Partner of one of the biggest law firms in the country. The only thing I’ve ever wanted, ever.

‘I’m up for partnership,’ I repeat, more calmly. ‘They make the decision tomorrow. If it happens, I’ll be the youngest partner in the whole history of the firm. Do you know how big a deal that is? Do you have any idea—’

‘Anyone can take a couple of hours out,’ interrupts Maya. She puts her hands on my shoulders. ‘Samantha, you’re incredibly nervy. Your shoulders are rigid, your heart’s racing … it seems to me you’re right on the edge.’

‘I’m fine.’

‘You’re a bundle of jitters!’

‘I’m not!’

‘You have to decide to slow down, Samantha.’ She looks at me earnestly. ‘Only you can decide to change your life. Are you going to do that?’

‘Er … well …’

I stop with a squeak of surprise, as from inside my paper knickers there comes a judder.

My mobile phone. I shoved it in there along with the BlackBerry and turned it onto ‘vibrate’ so it wouldn’t make a noise.

‘What’s that?’ Maya is gaping at my twitching towel. ‘What on earth is that. … quivering?’

I can’t admit it’s a phone. Not after the BlackBerry.

‘Erm …’ I clear my throat. ‘It’s my special … er … love toy.’

‘Your what?’ Maya looks taken aback.

The phone judders inside my pants again. I have to answer. It might be the office.

‘Um … you know, I’m reaching a bit of an intimate moment right now.’ I give Maya a significant look. ‘Maybe you could, uh … leave the room?’

Suspicion snaps through Maya’s eyes.

‘Wait a moment!’ She peers again. ‘Is that a phone under there? You smuggled in a mobile phone as well?’

Oh God. She looks furious.

‘Look,’ I say, trying to sound apologetic, ‘I know you’ve got your rules and everything, which I do respect, but the thing is, I need my mobile.’ I reach under the towel for the phone.

‘Leave it!’ Maya’s cry takes me by surprise. ‘Samantha,’ she says, making an obvious effort to keep calm, ‘if you’ve listened to a single word I’ve said, you’ll switch the phone off right now.’

The phone vibrates again in my hand. I look at the caller ID and feel a twist in my stomach. ‘It’s the office.’

‘They can leave a message. They can wait.’

‘But—’

‘This is your own time.’ She leans forward and clasps my hands earnestly. ‘Your own time.’

God, she really doesn’t get it, does she? I almost want to laugh.

‘I’m an associate at Carter Spink,’ I explain. ‘I don’t have my own time.’ I flip the phone open and an angry male voice bites down the line.

‘Samantha, where the hell are you?’

I feel an inward clutch. It’s Ketterman. The head of our corporate department. He must have a Christian name, I suppose – but no one ever calls him anything except Ketterman. He has black hair and steel glasses and grey gimlet eyes and when I first arrived at Carter Spink I actually used to have nightmares about him.

‘The Fallons deal is back on. Get back here now. Meeting at ten thirty.’

Back on?

‘I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ I snap the phone shut and give Maya a rueful glance. ‘Sorry.’

I’m not addicted to my watch.

But obviously I rely on it. You would too, if your time was measured in six-minute segments. For every six minutes of my working life, I’m supposed to bill a client. It all goes on a computerized time sheet, in itemized chunks.



	11.00–11.06
	Drafted contract for Project A



	11.06–11.12
	Amended documentation for Client B



	11.12–11.18
	Consulted on point for Agreement C





When I first started at Carter Spink it freaked me out slightly, the idea that I had to write down what I was working on, every minute of the day. I used to think: What if I do nothing for six minutes? What am I supposed to write down then?



	11.00–11.06
	Stared aimlessly out of window



	11.06–11.12
	Daydreamed about bumping into George Clooney in street



	11.12–11.18
	Attempted to touch nose with tongue





But the truth is, you get used to it. You get used to measuring your life in little chunks. And you get used to working. All the time.

If you’re a lawyer at Carter Spink, you don’t sit around. You don’t stare out of the window or daydream. Not when every six minutes of your time is worth such a lot. Put it this way: if I let six minutes tick away without achieving anything, I’ve wasted the firm £50. Twelve minutes: £100. Eighteen minutes: £150.

Like I say, lawyers at Carter Spink don’t sit around.



TWO

As I arrive at the office, Ketterman is standing by my desk, looking at the mess of papers and files strewn everywhere with an expression of distaste.

Truthfully, I don’t have the most pristine desk in the world. In fact … it’s a bit of a tip. But I am totally intending to tidy it up, and sort out all the piles of old contracts on the floor. As soon as I have some time.

‘Meeting in ten minutes,’ he says, looking at his watch. ‘I want the draft financing documentation ready.’

‘Absolutely,’ I reply, trying to stay calm. But just his presence is giving me the jitters.

Ketterman is unnerving at the best of times. He emanates scary, brainy power like other men emanate aftershave. But today is a million times worse, because Ketterman is on the decision panel. Tomorrow he and thirteen other partners are holding a big meeting to decide on who will become a new partner.

Tomorrow I discover whether I’ve made it or whether my life has been one big useless failure. No pressure, or anything.

‘The draft documentation is right here …’ I reach into a pile of folders and pull out what feels like a box file with an efficient flourish.

It’s an old box of Krispy Kreme doughnuts.

Hastily I shove it in the bin. ‘It’s definitely here somewhere …’ I scrabble frantically and locate the correct file. Thank God. ‘Here!’

‘I don’t know how you can work in this shambles, Samantha.’ Ketterman’s voice is thin and sarcastic, and his eyes entirely without humour.

‘At least everything’s to hand!’ I attempt a little laugh, but Ketterman looks stony. Flustered, I pull out my chair, and a pile of letters which I’d forgotten about falls in a shower to the floor.

‘You know, the old rule was that desks were completely cleared every night by six.’ Ketterman’s voice is steely. ‘Perhaps we should reintroduce it.’

‘Maybe!’ I try to smile, but Ketterman is making me more and more nervous.

‘Samantha!’ A genial voice interrupts us and I look round in relief to see Arnold Saville approaching along the corridor.

Arnold is my favourite of the senior partners. He’s got woolly grey hair which always seems a bit wild for a lawyer, and a flamboyant taste in ties. Today he’s wearing a bright-red paisley affair, with a matching handkerchief in his top pocket. He greets me with a broad smile, and I smile back, feeling myself relax.

I’m sure Arnold’s the one who’s rooting for me to be made partner. Just as I’m equally sure Ketterman will be opposing it. Arnold is the maverick of the firm; the one who breaks the rules; who doesn’t care about irrelevant things like messy desks.

‘Letter of appreciation about you, Samantha.’ Arnold beams and holds out a sheet of paper. ‘From the chairman of Gleiman Brothers, no less.’

I take the headed sheet in surprise and glance down the handwritten note. ‘… great esteem … her services always professional …’

‘I gather you saved him a few million pounds he wasn’t expecting,’ Arnold twinkles. ‘He’s delighted.’

‘Oh yes.’ I colour slightly. ‘Well, it was nothing. I just noticed an anomaly in the way they were structuring their finances.’

‘You obviously made a great impression on him.’ Arnold raises his bushy eyebrows. ‘He wants you to work on all his deals from now on. Excellent, Samantha! Very well done.’

‘Er … thanks.’ I glance at Ketterman, just to see if by any remote chance he might look impressed. But he’s still wearing his impatient frown.

‘I also want you to deal with this.’ Ketterman plonks a file on my desk. ‘I need a due diligence review in forty-eight hours.’

Oh, bloody hell. My heart sinks as I look at the heavy folder. It’ll take me hours to do this.

Ketterman’s always giving me extra bits of mundane work he can’t be bothered to do himself. In fact, all the partners do it. Even Arnold. Half the time they don’t even tell me, just dump the file on my desk with some illegible memo and expect me to get on with it.

‘Any problems?’ His eyes are narrowing.

‘Of course not,’ I say in a brisk, can-do, potential-partner voice. ‘See you at the meeting.’

As he stalks off I glance at my watch. Ten twenty-two. I have precisely eight minutes to make sure the draft documentation for the Fallons deal is all in order. I open the file and scan the pages swiftly, checking for errors, searching for gaps. I’ve learned to read a lot faster since I’ve been at Carter Spink.

In fact, I do everything faster. I walk faster, talk faster, eat faster … have sex faster …

Not that I’ve had much of that lately. But a couple of years ago I dated a senior partner from Berry Forbes. He was called Jacob and worked on huge international deals, and he had even less time than me. By the end, we’d honed our routine to about six minutes, which would have been quite handy if we were billing each other. (Although obviously we weren’t.) He would make me come – and I would make him come. And then we’d check our emails.

Which is practically simultaneous orgasms. So no one can say that’s not good sex. I’ve read Cosmo, I know these things.

Anyway, then Jacob was made a huge offer and moved to Boston, so that was the end of it. I didn’t mind very much.

To be totally honest, I didn’t really fancy him.

‘Samantha?’ A voice interrupts my thoughts. It’s my secretary, Maggie. She only started a few weeks ago and I don’t know her very well yet. ‘You had a message while you were out. From Joanne?’

‘Joanne from Clifford Chance?’ I look up, my attention grabbed. ‘OK. Tell her I got the email about clause four, and I’ll call her about it after lunch—’

‘Not that Joanne,’ Maggie interrupts. ‘Joanne your new cleaner. She wants to know where you keep your vacuum-cleaner bags.’

I look at her blankly. ‘My what?’

‘Vacuum-cleaner bags,’ repeats Maggie patiently. ‘She can’t find them.’

‘Why does the vacuum cleaner need to go in a bag?’ I say, puzzled. ‘Is she taking it somewhere?’

Maggie peers at me as though she’s not sure if I’m joking.

‘The bags which go inside your vacuum cleaner,’ she says carefully. ‘To collect the dust? Do you have any of those?’

‘Oh!’ I say, quickly. ‘Oh, those bags. Er …’

I frown thoughtfully, as though the solution is on the tip of my tongue. The truth is, I can’t even visualize my vacuum cleaner. Have I ever actually seen it? I know it was delivered, because the porter signed for it.

‘Maybe it’s a Dyson,’ suggests Maggie. ‘They don’t take bags. Is it a cylinder or an upright?’ She looks at me expectantly.

I have no idea what she’s talking about. Not that I’m going to admit this.

‘I’ll sort it,’ I say in a businesslike manner, and start gathering my papers together. ‘Thanks, Maggie.’

‘She had another question.’ Maggie consults her paper. ‘How do you switch on your oven?’

For a moment I continue gathering my papers, as though I haven’t quite heard. Obviously I know how to switch on my own oven.

‘Well. You turn the, er … knob,’ I say at last, trying to sound nonchalant. ‘It’s pretty clear, really …’

‘She said it has some weird timer lock.’ Maggie frowns thoughtfully. ‘Is it gas or electric?’

OK, I think I might terminate this conversation right now.

‘Maggie, I really need to make a call,’ I say regretfully, gesturing at the phone.

‘So what shall I tell your cleaner?’ Maggie persists. ‘She’s waiting for me to call back.’

‘Tell her to … leave it for today. I’ll sort it out.’

As Maggie leaves my office I reach for a pen and memo pad.


	How switch on oven?

	Vacuum-cleaner bags – buy



I put the pen down and massage my forehead. I really don’t have time for this. I mean, vacuum bags. I don’t even know what they look like, for God’s sake, let alone where to buy them—

A sudden brainwave hits me. I’ll order a new vacuum cleaner. That’ll come with a bag already installed, surely.

‘Samantha.’

‘What? What is it?’ I give a startled jump and open my eyes. Guy Ashby is standing at my door.

Guy is my best friend in the firm. He’s six foot three with olive skin and dark eyes, and normally he looks every inch the smooth, polished lawyer. But this morning his dark hair is rumpled and there are shadows under his eyes.

‘Relax.’ Guy smiles. ‘Only me. Coming to the meeting?’

He has the most devastating smile. It’s not just me, everyone noticed it, the minute he arrived at the firm.

‘Oh. Er … yes I am.’ I pick up my papers, then add carelessly, ‘Are you OK, Guy? You look a bit rough.’

He broke up with his girlfriend. They had bitter rows all night and she’s walked off for good …

No, she’s emigrated to New Zealand …

‘All-nighter,’ he says, wincing. ‘Fucking Ketterman. He’s inhuman.’ He yawns widely, showing the perfect white teeth he had fixed when he was at Harvard Law School.

He says it wasn’t his choice. Apparently they don’t let you graduate until you’ve been OK’d by the cosmetic surgeon.

‘Bummer.’ I grin in sympathy, then push back my chair. ‘Let’s go.’

I’ve known Guy for a year, ever since he joined the corporate department as a partner. He’s intelligent, and funny, and works the same way I do, and we just somehow … click.

And yes. It’s possible that some kind of romance would have happened between us if things had been different. But there was a stupid misunderstanding, and …

Anyway. It didn’t. The details aren’t important. It’s not something I dwell on. We’re friends – and that’s fine by me.

OK, this is exactly what happened.

Apparently Guy noticed me pretty much the first day at the firm, just like I noticed him. And he was interested. He asked if I was single. Which I was.

This is the crucial part: I was single. I’d just split up with Jacob. It would have been perfect.

I try not to think too often about how perfect it would have been.

But Nigel MacDermot, who is a stupid, stupid, thoughtless behind-the-times moron, told Guy I was attached to a senior partner at Berry Forbes.

Even though I was single.

If you ask me, the system is majorly flawed. It should be clearer. People should have engaged signs, like toilets. Taken. Not taken. There should be no ambiguity about these things.

Anyway, I didn’t have a sign. Or if I did, it was the wrong one. There was a slightly embarrassing few weeks where I smiled a lot at Guy – and he looked awkward and started avoiding me, because he didn’t want to a) break up a relationship or b) have a threesome with me and Jacob.

I didn’t understand what was going on, so I backed off. Then I heard on the grapevine he’d started going out with a girl called Charlotte who he’d met at some weekend party. A month or two later we worked together on a deal, and got to know each other as friends – and that’s pretty much the whole story.

I mean, it’s fine. Really. That’s the way it goes. Some things happen – and some things don’t. This one obviously just wasn’t meant to be.

Except deep down, right inside … I still believe it was.

‘So,’ says Guy as we walk along the corridor to the meeting room. ‘Partner.’ He cocks an eyebrow.

‘Don’t say that!’ I hiss in horror. He’ll totally jinx it.

‘Come on. You know you’ve made it.’

‘I don’t know anything.’

‘Samantha, you’re the brightest lawyer in your year. And you work the hardest. What’s your IQ again, 600?’

‘Shuddup.’ I stare at the pale-blue carpet and Guy laughs.

‘What’s 124 times 75?’

‘Nine thousand, three hundred,’ I say grudgingly.

This is the one thing that irritates me about Guy. Since I was about ten years old, I’ve been able to do big sums in my head. God knows why, I just can. And everyone else just goes ‘Oh cool,’ and then forgets about it.

But Guy keeps on about it, pitching sums at me like I’m a circus performer. I know he thinks it’s funny – but it actually gets a bit annoying.

One time I told him the wrong number on purpose. But then it turned out he actually needed the answer, and he put it in a contract and the deal nearly got wrecked as a result. So I haven’t done that again.

‘You haven’t practised in the mirror for the firm’s website?’ Guy adopts a pose with his finger poised thoughtfully at his chin. ‘Ms Samantha Sweeting, Partner.’

‘I haven’t even thought about it,’ I say, rolling my eyes with disdain.

This is a slight lie. I’ve already planned how to do my hair for the photo. And which of my black suits to wear. And this time I’m going to smile. In the photo on my Carter Spink web page, I look way too serious.

‘I heard your presentation blew their socks off,’ says Guy more seriously.

My disdain vanishes in a second. ‘Really?’ I say, trying not to sound too eager. ‘You heard that?’

‘And you put William Griffiths right on a point of law in front of everybody?’ Guy folds his arms and regards me humorously. ‘Do you ever make a mistake, Samantha Sweeting?’

‘Oh, I make plenty of mistakes,’ I say lightly. ‘Believe me.’

Like not grabbing you and telling you I was single, the very first day we met.

‘A mistake isn’t a mistake,’ Guy pauses, ‘unless it can’t be put right.’ As he says the words, his eyes seem to twist more deeply into mine.

Or else they’re just squiffy after his night of no sleep. I was never any good at reading the signs.

I should have done a degree in that, instead of law. It would have been a lot more useful. Bachelor of Arts (Hons) in Knowing When Men Fancy You And When They’re Just Being Friendly.

‘Ready?’ Ketterman’s whiplash voice behind us makes us both jump and I turn to see a whole phalanx of soberly suited men, together with a pair of even more soberly suited women.

‘Absolutely.’ Guy nods at Ketterman, then turns back and winks at me.

Or maybe I should just take a course in telepathy.


THREE

Nine hours later we’re all still in the meeting.

The huge mahogany table is strewn with photocopied draft contracts, financial reports, note-pads covered in scribbles, polystyrene coffee cups and Post-its. Take-out boxes from lunch are littering the floor. A secretary is distributing fresh copies of the draft agreement. Two of the lawyers from the opposition have got up from the table and are murmuring intently in the break-out room. Every meeting room has one of these: a little side area where you go for private conversations, or when you feel like breaking something.

The intensity of the afternoon has passed. It’s like an ebb in the tide. Faces are flushed around the table, tempers are still high, but no one’s shouting any more. The clients have gone. They reached agreement at about four o’clock, shook hands and sailed off in their shiny limos.

Now it’s up to us, the lawyers, to work out what they said and what they actually meant (and if you think these are the same thing, you might as well give up law now) and put it all into a draft contract in time for the meeting tomorrow.

When they’ll probably begin shouting some more.

I rub my dry face and take a gulp of cappuccino, before realizing I’ve picked up the wrong cup – the stone-cold cup from four hours ago. Yuck. Yuck. And I can’t exactly spit it out all over the table.

I swallow the revolting mouthful with a grimace. The fluorescent lights are flickering in my eyes and I feel drained. My role in all of these mega deals is on the finance side – so it was me who negotiated the loan agreement between our client and PGNI Bank. It was me who rescued the situation when some black hole of debt turned up in a subsidiary company. And it was me who spent about three hours this afternoon discussing the use of one single, stupid phrase in clause 29(d).

The phrase was ‘best endeavours’. The opposition wanted to use ‘reasonable efforts’. We won, but I can’t feel my usual triumph. All I know is, it’s seven nineteen, and in eleven minutes I’m supposed to be halfway across town, sitting down to dinner with my mother and brother Daniel.

I’ll have to cancel. My own birthday dinner.

Even as I think the thought, I can hear the outraged voice of my oldest school friend Freya ringing in my mind.

They can’t make you stay at work on your birthday!

I cancelled on her too, last week, when we were supposed to be going to a comedy club. The deal was due to be signed the next morning and I didn’t have any choice.

What she doesn’t understand is, the deadline comes first, end of story. Prior engagements don’t count, birthdays don’t count. Holidays are cancelled every week. Across the table from me is Clive Sutherland from the corporate department. His wife had twins this morning and he was back at the table by lunchtime.

‘All right, people.’ Ketterman’s voice commands immediate attention.

Ketterman is the only one here who isn’t red-faced or weary-looking or even jaded. He looks as machinelike as ever; as polished as he did this morning. When he gets angry, not a hair goes out of place. He just exudes a silent, steely fury.

‘We have to adjourn.’

What? My head pops up.

Other heads have popped up too; I can detect the hope around the table. We’re like school kids sensing a disturbance during the maths test, not daring to move in case we land a double detention.

‘Until we have the documentation from Fallons, we can’t proceed. I’ll see you all tomorrow, here at nine a.m.’ He sweeps out, and as the door closes, I exhale. I was holding my breath, I realize.

Clive Sutherland has already bolted for the door. People are already on their mobile phones all over the room, discussing dinner, films, uncancelling arrangements. There’s a joyful lift to the proceedings. I have a sudden urge to yell ‘Yippee!’

But that wouldn’t be partner-like.

I gather up my papers, stuff them into my briefcase and push back my chair.

‘Samantha. I forgot.’ Guy is making his way across the room. ‘I have something for you.’

As he hands me a simple white package, I feel a ridiculous rush of joy. A birthday present. He’s the only one in the whole company who remembered my birthday. I can’t help glowing as I undo the cardboard envelope.

‘Guy, you really shouldn’t have!’

‘It was no trouble,’ he says, clearly satisfied with himself.

‘Still!’ I laugh. ‘I thought you’d—’

I break off abruptly as I uncover a corporate DVD in a laminated case. It’s a summary of the European Partners presentation we had the other day. I mentioned that I’d like a copy.

I turn it over in my hands, making sure my smile is completely intact on my face before I look up. Of course he didn’t remember my birthday. Why would he? He probably never even knew it.

‘That’s … great,’ I say at last. ‘Thanks!’

‘No problem.’ He’s picking up his briefcase. ‘Have a good evening. Anything planned?’

I can’t tell him it’s my birthday. He’ll think – He’ll realize—

‘Just … a family thing.’ I smile. ‘See you tomorrow.’

Anyway. The main thing is, I got away. I’m going to make dinner after all. And I shouldn’t even be too late!

As my taxi edges through the traffic on Cheapside, I quickly rifle in my bag for my new make-up bag. I nipped into Selfridges in my lunch-hour the other day, when I realized I was still using the old grey eyeliner and mascara I bought for my graduation six years ago. I didn’t have time for a demonstration, but I asked the girl at the counter if she could just quickly sell me everything she thought I should have.

I didn’t really listen as she explained each item, because I was on the phone to Elldridge about the Ukrainian contract. But the one thing I do remember is her insistence I should use something called ‘Bronzer Powder’. She said it might give me a glow and stop me looking so dreadfully—

Then she stopped herself. ‘Pale,’ she said at last. ‘You’re just a bit … pale.’

I take out the compact and huge blusher brush, and start sweeping the powder onto my cheeks and forehead. Then, as I peer at my reflection in the mirror, I stifle a laugh. My face stares back at me, freakishly golden and shiny. I look ridiculous.

I mean, who am I kidding? A City lawyer who hasn’t been on holiday for two years doesn’t have a tan. Or even a glow. I might as well walk in with beads in my hair and pretend I’ve just flown in from Barbados.

I look at myself for a few more seconds, then take out a cleansing wipe and scrub the bronzer off until my face is white again, with shades of grey. Back to normal. The make-up girl kept mentioning the dark shadows under my eyes, too.

Thing is, if I didn’t have shadows under my eyes, I’d probably get fired.

I’m wearing a black suit, as I always do. My mother gave me five black suits for my twenty-first birthday, and I’ve never really broken the habit. The only item of colour about me is my bag, which is red. Mum gave that to me as well, two years ago.

At least, she gave me a black one. But for some reason – maybe the sun was shining or I’d just closed some fantastic deal, I can’t remember – I had a brainstorm and exchanged it for a red one. I’m not sure she’s ever forgiven me.

I free my hair from its elastic band, quickly comb it out, then twist it back into place. My hair has never exactly been my pride and joy. It’s mouse colour, medium length, with a medium wave. At least, it was last time I looked. Most of the time it lives screwed up into a knot.

‘Nice evening planned?’ says the taxi driver, who’s been watching me in his mirror.

‘It’s my birthday, actually.’

‘Happy birthday!’ He twinkles at me. ‘You’ll be partying, then. Making a night of it.’

‘Er … kind of.’

My family and wild parties don’t exactly go together. But even so, it’ll be really great for us to see each other and catch up. It doesn’t happen very often.

It’s not that we don’t want to see each other. It’s just we all have very busy careers. There’s my mother, who’s a barrister. She’s quite well known, in fact. She started her own chambers ten years ago and last year she won an award for Women In Law. And then there’s my brother Daniel, who is thirty-six and Head of Investment at Whittons. He was named last year as one of the top deal-makers in the City.

There’s also my other brother, Peter, but like I said, he had a bit of a breakdown. He lives in France now, and teaches English at a local school and doesn’t even have an answering machine. And my dad, of course, who lives in South Africa with his third wife. I haven’t seen much of him since I was three. But that’s OK. My mother’s got enough energy for two parents.

I glance at my watch as we speed along the Strand. Seven forty-two. I’m starting to feel quite excited. How long is it since I even saw Mum? It must be … Christmas. Six months ago.

We come to a halt outside the restaurant and I pay the taxi driver, adding a large tip.

‘Have a great evening, love!’ he says. ‘And happy birthday!’

‘Thanks!’

As I hurry into the restaurant, I’m looking all around for Mum or Daniel, but I can’t spot either of them.

‘Hi!’ I say to the maître d’. ‘I’m meeting Ms Tennyson.’

That’s Mum. She disapproves of women taking the name of their husband. She also disapproves of women staying at home, cooking, cleaning, or learning to type, and thinks all women should earn more than their husbands because they’re naturally brighter.

The maître d’ leads me to an empty table in the corner and I slide onto the suede banquette.

‘Hi!’ I smile at the waiter who approaches. ‘I’d like a Buck’s Fizz, a gimlet and a martini, please. But don’t bring them over until the other guests arrive.’

Mum always drinks gimlets. And I’ve no idea what Daniel’s on these days, but he won’t say no to a martini.

The waiter nods and disappears, and I shake out my napkin, looking all around at the other diners. Maxim’s is a pretty cool restaurant, all wenge floors and steel tables and mood lighting. It’s very popular with lawyers, in fact Mum has an account here. Two partners from Linklaters are at a distant table, and I can see one of the most renowned libel lawyers in London at the bar. The noise of chatter, corks popping and forks against oversized plates is like the huge roar of the sea, with occasional tidal waves of laughter making heads turn.

As I scan the menu I suddenly feel ravenous. I haven’t had a proper meal for a week, and it all looks so yummy. Glazed foie gras. Lamb with spiced houmous. And on the specials board is chocolate-mint soufflé with two homemade sorbets. I just hope Mum can stay long enough for pudding. She has this habit of coming to dinner and then whizzing off halfway through the main course. I’ve heard her say plenty of times that half a dinner party is enough for anybody. The trouble is, she’s not really interested in food. Nor in anyone less intelligent than her. Which rules out most people.

But Daniel will stay. Once my brother starts on a bottle of wine, he feels obliged to see it through to the end.

‘Miss Sweeting?’ I look up to see the maître d’ approaching, holding a mobile phone. ‘I have a message. Your mother has been held up at her chambers.’

‘Oh.’ I try to hide my disappointment. But I can hardly complain. I’ve done the same thing to her enough times. ‘So … what time will she be here?’

The maître d’ looks at me silently for a few moments. I think I see a flash of pity.

‘I have her here on the telephone. Her secretary will put her through … Hello?’ he says into the phone. ‘I have Ms Tennyson’s daughter.’

‘Samantha?’ comes a crisp, precise voice in my ear. ‘Darling, I can’t come tonight, I’m afraid.’

‘You can’t come at all?’ My smile falters. ‘Not even … for a drink?’

Her chambers is only five minutes away, in Lincoln’s Inn Fields.

‘Far too much to do. I have a very big case on and I’m in court tomorrow … No, get me the other file,’ she adds to someone in her office. ‘These things happen,’ she resumes. ‘But have a nice evening with Daniel. Oh, and happy birthday. I’ve wired three hundred pounds to your bank account.’

‘Oh, right,’ I say after a pause. ‘Thanks.’

‘Have you heard about the partnership yet?’

‘Not yet.’ I can hear her tapping her pen on the phone.

‘How many hours have you put in this month?’

‘Um … probably about two hundred …’

‘Is that enough? Samantha, you don’t want to be passed over. There will be younger lawyers coming up behind. Someone in your position could easily go stale.’

‘Two hundred is quite a lot,’ I try to explain. ‘Compared to the others—’

‘You have to be better than the others!’ Her voice cuts across mine as though she’s in a court room. ‘You can’t afford for your performance to slip below excellent. This is a crucial time – Not that file!’ she adds impatiently to whoever it is. ‘Hold the line, Samantha—’

‘Samantha?’

I look up in confusion from the phone to see a girl in a powder-blue suit approaching the table. She’s holding a gift basket adorned with a bow, and has a wide smile.

‘I’m Lorraine, Daniel’s PA,’ she says in a sing-song tone I suddenly recognize. ‘He couldn’t make it tonight, I’m afraid. But I’ve got a little something for you – plus he’s here on the phone to say hello.’

She holds out a lit-up mobile phone. In total confusion, I take it and press it to my other ear.

‘Hi, Samantha,’ comes Daniel’s businesslike drawl. ‘Look, sweets, we’re on a mega deal. I can’t be there.’

I feel a plunge of total dismay. Neither of them is coming?

‘I’m really sorry, babe,’ Daniel’s saying. ‘One of those things. But have a great time with Mum, won’t you?’

I swallow several times. I can’t admit she blew me out too. I can’t admit that I’m sitting here all on my own.

‘OK!’ Somehow I muster a breezy tone. ‘We will!’

‘I’ve transferred some money to your account. Buy something nice. And I’ve sent some chocolates along with Lorraine,’ he adds proudly. ‘Picked them out myself.’

I look at the gift basket Lorraine is proffering. It isn’t chocolates, it’s soap.

‘That’s really lovely, Daniel,’ I manage. ‘Thanks very much.’

‘Happy Birthday to You …’

There’s sudden chorusing behind me. I swivel round to see a waiter carrying over a cocktail glass. A sparkler is fizzing out of it and ‘Happy Birthday Samantha’ is written in caramel on the steel tray, next to a miniature souvenir menu signed by the chef. Three waiters are following behind, all singing in harmony.

After a moment, Lorraine awkwardly joins in. ‘Happy Birthday to You …’

The waiter puts the tray down in front of me, but my hands are full of phones.

‘I’ll take that for you,’ says Lorraine, relieving me of Daniel’s phone. She lifts it to her ear, then beams at me. ‘He’s singing!’ she says, pointing to the receiver encouragingly.

‘Samantha?’ Mum is saying in my ear. ‘Are you still there?’

‘I’m just … they’re singing Happy Birthday …’

I put the phone on the table. After a moment’s thought, Lorraine puts the other phone carefully down on the other side of me.

This is my family birthday party.

Two cell phones.

I can see people looking over at the singing, their smiles falling a little as they see I’m sitting on my own. I can see the pity in the faces of the waiters. I’m trying to keep my chin up, but my cheeks are burning with embarrassment.

Suddenly the waiter I ordered from earlier appears at the table. He’s carrying three cocktails on a tray and looks at the empty table in slight confusion.

‘Who is the martini for?’

‘It was supposed to be for my brother …’

‘That would be the Nokia,’ says Lorraine helpfully, pointing at the mobile phone.

There’s a pause – then, with a blank, professional face, the waiter sets the drink down in front of the phone, together with a cocktail napkin.

I want to laugh – except there’s a stinging at the back of my eyes and I’m not quite sure I can. He places the other cocktails on the table, nods at me, then retreats. There’s an awkward pause.

‘So anyway …’ Lorraine retrieves Daniel’s mobile phone and pops it into her bag. ‘Happy birthday – and have a lovely evening!’

As she tip-taps her way out of the restaurant, I pick up the other phone to say goodbye – but Mum’s already rung off. The singing waiters have melted away. It’s just me and a basket of soap.

‘Did you wish to order?’ The maître d’ has reappeared at my chair. ‘I can recommend the risotto,’ he says kindly. ‘Some nice salad, perhaps? And a glass of wine?’

‘Actually,’ I force myself to smile, ‘I’ll just get the bill, thanks.’

It doesn’t matter.

The truth is, we were never all going to make a dinner. It was a fantasy idea. We shouldn’t even have tried. We’re all busy, we all have careers, that’s just the way my family is.

As I stand outside the restaurant, a taxi pulls up right in front of me and I quickly stick my hand out. The rear door opens and a tatty beaded flip-flop emerges, followed by a pair of cut-off jeans, an embroidered kaftan, familiar tousled blonde hair …

‘Stay here,’ she’s instructing the taxi driver. ‘I can only be five minutes.’

‘Freya?’ I say in disbelief. She wheels round and her eyes widen.

‘Samantha! What are you doing on the pavement?’

‘What are you doing here?’ I counter. ‘I thought you were going to India.’

‘I’m on my way! I’m meeting Lord at the airport in about …’ She looks at her watch. ‘Ten minutes.’

She pulls a guilty face, and I can’t help laughing. I’ve known Freya since we were both seven years old and starting boarding school together. On the first night she told me her family were circus performers and she knew how to ride an elephant and walk the tightrope. For a whole term I believed her and heard stories about her exotic circus life. Until her parents arrived to pick her up and turned out to be a pair of accountants from Staines. Even then she was unabashed, and said they used to be circus performers.

She has bright blue eyes and freckled skin, permanently tanned from her travels. Right now her nose is peeling slightly, and she has a new earring, right at the top of her ear. She has the whitest, most crooked teeth I’ve ever seen, and when she laughs one corner of her top lip rises.

‘I’m here to gatecrash your birthday dinner.’ Freya’s eyes swivel to the restaurant in suspicion. ‘But I thought I was late. What happened?’

‘Well …’ I hesitate. ‘The thing was … Mum and Daniel …’

‘Left early?’ As she peers at me Freya’s expression changes to one of horror. ‘Didn’t turn up? Jesus Christ, the bastards. Couldn’t they just for once put you first instead of their frigging …’ She breaks off
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My Not So  Perfect Life

When Katie’s ex-boss from hell books a glamping holiday at her family’s farm, Katie plans to get her revenge on the woman with the perfect life. But does Demeter really have it so good? And what’s wrong with not-so-perfect anyway? 

Surprise Me

Sylvie and Dan have a happy marriage and are totally in sync. But when they introduce surprises into their relationship to keep things fresh, they begin to wonder if they know each other after all … 

I Owe You One

When a handsome stranger asks Fixie to watch his laptop for a moment, she ends up saving it from certain disaster. To thank her, he scribbles her an IOU. Soon, small favours became life-changing.

Love Your Life

Ava falls in love with a handsome stranger on an anonymous writing retreat. But when they return home, it seems they just can’t love each other’s lives. Can they overcome their differences to find one life, together?

The Party Crasher

Effie isn’t invited to the ‘house-cooling’ party that her dad and his glamorous new girlfriend are throwing, but it’s her last chance to retrieve her precious Russian dolls (safely tucked up a chimney). All she’ll have to do is sneak in, making sure no one sees her – especially not her ex-boyfriend. It hardly counts as crashing the party if it only takes ten minutes. How wrong can it go?

The Burnout

Sasha hits a wall, quite literally, and heads to recuperate from burnout at the Devon beach resort she loved as a child. However, it’s off-season, the hotel is falling apart and she has to share the beach with a grumpy, stressed-out guy called Finn. What if they have more in common than they think?

For Young Adults

FINDING AUDREY

Audrey can’t leave the house. She can’t even take off her dark glasses inside. But then Linus stumbles into her life. And with him on her side, Audrey can do things she’d thought were too scary. Suddenly, finding her way back to the real world seems achievable … 

For Younger Readers

[image: The Mummy Fairy and Me series]

Ella’s family have a big secret … her mummy is a fairy! She can do amazing spells with her  Computawand to make delicious cupcakes, create the perfect birthday party and cause chaos at the supermarket. But sometimes the spells go a bit wrong and that’s when Ella comes to the rescue!

Prepare for magic and mayhem in this sweet and funny new series for young readers.
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