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I had no business being on a bike. Not really. Not with all the Bordeaux I’d been putting away. I was trying to do the right thing, you see, by leaving the Mini on the drive. This was before I twigged trying to do the right thing was exactly where I’d been going so wrong.

Not hungover. Just a bit fuzzy headed. And I had to go shopping or face yet another banquet of peanut butter from the spoon. My shopping list wasn’t long. White bread and cheap, Day-Glo lemon curd – in tribute to remembered Sunday teatimes round the fire – seven ready meals, seven family-size packets of posh crisps, a slab of Cheddar and a double pack of cream crackers. As an afterthought, I threw a bag of easy peelers in the trolly. No sense in going down with scurvy on top of everything else.

Shopping done and scary robot voice on the check-out braved, I set off for home, carrier bags swinging merrily on the handlebars. I don’t remember hitting the pothole but I do remember flying through space and seconds later looking up at two strangers, a salty liquid dribbling from my mouth.

In A&E, it wasn’t exactly Code red. Adult female, like it is on the telly. More like, Take a seat for a few hours over by the machine that, despite its impressive light display, can dispense only a cup with no drink, or a drink with no cup, never the two together, until someone shouts a name that approximates to yours.

I sat, shopping bags round my feet, blotting my mouth with toilet paper. And I sat. Next to me, a woman was holding a paper cup of warm tea, or maybe coffee, to the side of her face, every so often letting out a low moan. Opposite, a boy of about nine in full footie kit, was waiting with his mum, his knees one part blood to three parts mud.

After an eon or two, they sent me to X-ray. After that, I waited some more, now promoted to a cubicle. I was thinking of bunking off to lick my wounds at home, when a cheerful Ozzie doctor, who couldn’t have been more of a cliché if he’d had a didgeridoo under one arm and a wallaby under the other, whooshed back the curtains.

‘G’day,’ he said, voice too loud, teeth too white. ‘Had a shufti at your piccies, Pat ...’

‘Trith,’ I lisped.

‘Come again? Whatever – upshot is, looks a lot worse than it is. No fractures. Superficial cuts and bruises only. You’ve got off lightly. Except for this.’ He dug into the pocket of his scrubs and dropped something into my palm. ‘Pressie for you. Got shook loose when you face-planted the old tarmac, I reckon. Don’t thank me. Thank Sally in the Rad Department. She found it kicking about on the floor. You’re lucky.’

I looked at the little yellow dental crown. It was tiny. Yet, as I poked around in my mouth with my tongue, the gap felt enormous.

‘Thankth,’ I said, feeling the blood trickling down my chin.


Don’t she make you wanna shake her till her fillings pop like champagne corks? Timid Trish, that was her playground nickname and nothing much has changed since schooldays. About as assertive as a wet flannel. Five hours! Five hours she sits in A&E without a word of complaint alongside the muddy schoolboy and the groaning woman. From time to time she tries to catch the eye of someone in uniform scooting past, but it seems she’s wearing her invisibility cloak today.

What was that Ozzie doc thinking? Broken arm, mangled collar bone or mashed-up nose: no charge, thank you very much, NHS. Loose dental crown, only wants bunging back in with a squirt of superglue: a hundred smackers, if you please. Don’t call that lucky, lucky, lucky! Still, as mentioned before, Trish ain’t one to kick up a fuss.



I got home and went straight into hibernation, waiting for the swelling and bruising to go down, and scabs to form on the grazes. I’ve never been what you’d call a beauty. Best I’ve ever been able to manage is curvy. But I figured going out in public, looking more battered than a cod fillet, would cost innocent kids years of future therapy. I stamped about the house, crunching on ibuprofen, black half-moons under both eyes, lips thick and purple, smile gappy.

Not that I did much smiling.

As the days went on, that gap in my teeth bothered me more and more. My tongue wouldn’t leave the flipping thing alone and salty ready meals made it sore. Got an emergency appointment at the dental surgery. Replacing the crown took a matter of minutes, though it cost an arm and a leg. I joked to the dentist she didn’t need to bother with an anaesthetic, because one glance at the bill and I’d be out cold. She looked at me like I was off my chump.

Perhaps I was. Who could blame me?

In spite of the damage to my bank account, it was good to be out of the house at last. There was a fresh, new-cut grass smell in the air. Spring was well on its way and, for the first time since my world had begun to crumble, I felt more like myself. What, after all, was there for me to stay at home for? Exactly. Time to stop moping and fill the rest of my day with stimulating and meaningful activity. The only question was, what?

All of a sudden, I had a flashback to what I’d said to Stephen on that last day. Though I’d said it without thinking, now I did come to think of it, the idea might actually have legs. It’d give me a purpose, maybe even some dosh: two things I desperately needed.

I performed a sharp U-turn, causing a minor pedestrian pile-up outside the Kwikimart, and headed towards a place I hoped would have some of the answers to my problems. Unfortunately for me, it was Tiny Tots Time at the library. Not what I had in mind. Instead of a place of calm and literary mindfulness, I found myself in a carpeted pit among a group of squirming toddlers.

If they weren’t running in circles making aeroplane noises, they were laying on the floor screaming, or squatting suspiciously quiet in a corner. Doing anything, in fact, other than listening to the librarian read them the story of Deirdre, the baby dinosaur, and her friend, Terence, the pterodactyl chick. I could only admire the way she soldiered on, as junior Armageddon raged around her. At last the mayhem ended and the families began to wend their ways home. The librarian came over.

‘Wish more grannies would set a good example like you,’ she said, pushing reddish pre-Raphaelite – is that the word? – curls behind her ears, cheeks going pink. ‘I’m sure if the adults would sit quietly, the children wouldn’t get so hyper.’

A granny! Me! I was shocked. I was wearing my Fat Face denim jacket for flip’s sake!

‘You got that wrong,’ I said. ‘Probably I look older than I am because of this.’ I pointed to my beat-up face. ‘I never learned to ride a bike proper, you see. Bride of Frankenstein isn’t my normal look.’

‘Anywhoo,’ the librarian said, backing away, looking like she wished she was anywhere but chatting to this mad woman. ‘You’ll have to excuse me. I have some urgent indexing to attend to.’

‘I’m not a granny. I’m a writer,’ I blurted out.

You should have seen the transformation in the librarian! She halted, all smiles. ‘A real-life author. How exciting. If there’s anything I can do to help, please ask. Anything. There’s nothing I like better than talking books and writers.’

Did she ever! Though a shy person, the librarian – Felicity she said her name was – came to life talking about books.

‘How long have you been an author, if you don’t mind my asking?’ she asked, shadowing me as I wandered the shelves.

I glanced up at the library clock. ‘Coming up for ... thirty-five minutes.’

‘Oh!’ she said, disappointed. ‘And what kind of books are you going to write?’

Realising how little thought I’d given to what I’d actually write about, I said the first thing that came into my head. ‘Hopefully the sort that make loads of money.’

I could tell from Felicity’s face, this was not the right answer. Nevertheless, she was helpful. Almost too helpful, giving me a guided tour of what was ‘in’ in the world of fiction. I went along with it, flicking through several thick novels, wondering if literary success might be like chicken pox: catching.

When she had to leave to do some actual librarian-ing, I drifted over to the ‘How To’ section. This was more like it! The books there had encouraging titles like Six Simple Steps to Publishing Success and Write That Bestseller in 21 Days. As I skimmed through the pages, I thought about all the other hopefuls who had leafed through them, and wondered how many had become bestsellers.

‘What are you doing?’ Felicity hissed, prising a copy of Write What Sells and Make Your Fortune from my fingers. ‘All this,’ she waved an arm, ‘is what’s called displacement activity. If you want to be a writer, you have to write. Non-stop until your head pounds, your fingers bleed, and you can’t feel your buttocks. Look at Charles Dickens. Thirty novels to his name, not to mention short stories and journalism. He didn’t waste time reading books on creative writing; he created writing,’ she finished, cheeks blazing.

‘Can’t stand Dickens. Too many words. Don’t even like that musical.’

‘That’s not the point. The point is, Dickens put in the work.’

‘And my point is, how do I start? Because, quite frankly, I don’t have a Scooby.’

Felicity’s eyes narrowed. ‘Wait here. I have an idea.’

When she came back she was holding a flyer. As I glanced at it, I felt a surge of hope.

‘Felicity, you’re a genius. I could kiss you.’

I didn’t, of course, for fear her cheeks would spontaneously combust.

***
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In bed that night, I read the flyer again:

Meet the author. Local celebrity writer

Amanda Turner will read from her

bestselling romslasher, Love You to Bits,

and sign copies.

Central Library. From 2.30pm.

Light refreshments provided.

Was this Amanda Turner woman the person I needed to get my life back on track? It was worth a try. And if it didn’t pan out, well, free nibbles were not to be sniffed at.
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Whoah there! We’re getting ahead of ourselves here. Let’s back up a bit. Do one of them ‘previously in Trish’s disaster of a life’ thingies, like they do at the top of telly dramas.

It’s fair to say, even before she come off her bike, Trish’s life weren’t exactly going gangbusters. First off, there was The Meeting with Stephen then, like shit after the Lord Mayor’s Show, The Email from Gregory. She ain’t mentioned either of them yet has she? That’s Stephen, her boss, and Gregory, her partner, in case you was wondering. Knowing Trish as well as I do, she’ll have to psych herself up.

Someone more clued-up would’ve foreseen them both. Taken steps. Not Trish. She’s never been one to pick up the ball and run with it. Fumble it into the hands of the opposition, more like. A follower, not a leader, our Trish. That’s how come she’s ended up with Gregory. He’s what they call a natural leader. Another bossiboots, like Amanda Turner, in other words.

When she does get off her considerable arse and do summat, Trish usually gets it wrong. I mean, Trish, Trish! What in the name of the sainted Michael Palin was you thinking? You can’t go around blabbing to complete strangers that you’re writing a book. Not unless you wanna come over as a dork of the first order. You only got away with it this time, cos it’s Felicity you was talking to. Felicity, the shy librarian’s shy librarian, whose dork-o-meter is seriously busted, due to lack of use.

While we’re at it, where did this thing about writing come from? Cos it didn’t just pop into her head, like she said, as a way of passing the time, or – ‘scuse me while I snigger – earning big bucks. It’s been lurking in the background for quite a while. I have a theory, if you’re interested. Or even if you’re not. It’s down to all them years of holding back, pushing her feelings down, not saying anything, accepting second place. But they don’t melt away, do they, them blocked emotions. They pile up, like dirty snow on the side of the road. And what do you need to smash through dirty snowdrifts? A sodding great snowplough, that’s what.

Some people go out into the countryside and scream at the sky when life gets too much. Not our Trish. She’s not the screaming sort. Writing is gonna be her snowplough. For her, meeting up with the great Amanda Turner is like climbing up into the cab and having a first fiddle with the controls: the beginning of a long journey.

That, even though she don’t yet understand it herself, is why Trish decides she wants to be a writer. Not a spur-of-the-moment, rash decision but summat that’s been fermenting inside her for decades. A way to let out what she’s been keeping hidden inside practically all her life.

Please Gawd she makes an effort, though. Amanda Turner ain’t gonna take her serious if she rocks up in a T-shirt her girls used to wear for netball and leggings so tight they could double as compression stockings.

Who am I? Sorry. Deepest apols, me ducks. Rude of me. Should’ve introduced meself. I’m Trish’s bolder, bitchier, rougher, ruder Inner Voice. I.V. You can call me Ivy.
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I was late getting to the library, due to a last-minute wobble of confidence that triggered a hormonal mutiny which then meant a frantic change of shirt. Amanda Turner had already started reading from her novel. I slipped into the front row, under her nose – well, I didn’t want to miss my chance. She frowned at the interruption. I mouthed, ‘Sorry’. She made a big show of clearing her throat, before going back to reading out loud in a bored voice.

I had a good look around. Though a dozen chairs were grouped in front of the little table, only two other seats were occupied. An old man in a coat, much too heavy for the spring weather, sat at the back, and a young woman with a nose-ring, hanging onto an enormous pushchair – presumably with a baby inside, though I could see no sign of it – was at the end of my row.

‘Right,’ Amanda suddenly announced, slapping the book shut. ‘That’s quite enough of that.’ She peered over her audience of three – four if you count the invisible baby. ‘I think one will end the reading here and proceed to the signing. Who’s first?’


Trish’s first glimpse is from across the library. Could hardly miss her. Sea-green eyes laser out from a face the colour and smoothness of a peach. The mouth, set in a chin, large and firm but not manly, is like a rosebud on the point of doing its thing. The blonde hair, thick and shiny like in them ads, falls poker-straight to her shoulders. The fringe looks like it’s been precision cut with a spirit level.

Am I overdoing the arty-farty description? Better to simply say, Amanda Turner is an absolute stunner, despite having a huge head, at least three times normal size.

Not the real one, you understand. The Amanda Turner I’m on about is printed, head and shoulders, on a roller banner six feet tall. Flesh-and-blood Amanda Turner, sitting beside it at a wonky card table, reading aloud and looking as if a yawn might be on the cards, is of standard proportions and less of a knockout. Hair a bit more disobedient, wrinkles a bit more conspicuous, green eyes a lot more steely grey. Smartly turned out, mind, in a well-cut pale blue trouser suit. Looks expensive.

True to form, Trish models the very latest in washed-up netball shirts and skin-tight black leggings. Will she never learn?

Giant, airbrushed Amanda Turner looks about twenty-five, thirty at most. The actual author, slim legs tucked under a local authority plastic chair, is about Trish’s age. That’s all good. With the author showing the same signs of menopausal fraying as our Trish, the two of them can perhaps bond over cosy chats about unruly hormones, facial sproutings, and thread veins.



I hung back, nervously biding my time, as the old man, with much grunting, shuffled forward and, totally ignoring the author and the stack of books in front of her, grabbed a handful of the advertised light refreshments – Rich Tea biscuits on a paper plate – and scurried off, still grunting to himself.

Next it was the turn of the woman with the nose-ring. Abandoning pushchair and unseen offspring, she made her way to the table, took something out of her pocket and whispered in the author’s ear.

‘No, I will not sign your scruffy scrap of paper,’ Amanda said loudly. ‘Buy a copy of my book and I will happily write my name in it. Otherwise – next!’

That was me. By now, Amanda was clearly miffed.

I approached the table. ‘Miss Turner. I wonder if ...?’

‘Didn’t buy a copy of the book,’ she cut in, eyes on the young mother wrangling the pushchair through the swing doors. ‘Hasn’t ever bought a book in her entire life, I’d wager, apart perhaps from light S&M erotica and volumes one to three of some juvenile celebs’ enthralling autobiog. One signs, next thing one knows, one’s autograph is up on eBay for five pounds ninety-nine, including postage, totally cheapening the brand.’ She switched her gaze to me. ‘What about you? Are you going to buy one? Or are you only here for the snacks like The Hundred-Year-Old Man?’

‘No. That is, yes. I’d like a copy. A book. That is, your book,’ I replied, scrabbling for my wallet and handing over a twenty. She took it and stuffed it into a cashbox. I waited for change but she didn’t offer. It felt rude to ask.

Then she did a marvellous thing. For me, nothing less than a life-changer. Or do I mean ‘more than’? I get those confused. Anyhow, it blew my mind. She took one of her paperbacks from the pile, opened it at the title page and, with a flourish, a double underlining and a solid full stop, signed it with a fine black felt-tip. A thrill went through me. If this was what it was like to be a real writer, count me in!

Caught up in the moment, again I inserted trotter in gob.

‘I’m an author like you,’ I said, as my sleeve brushed across the page, smudging the ink. ‘A novelist. Leastways, I want to be. I wonder if ...?’

‘No.’ She put up a hand, like she was stopping traffic. ‘No unsolicited scripts. One simply doesn’t have the spare moments. Even if one did, one wouldn’t. Ask yourself, why give succour to potential competition? Get yourself a Writers’ and Artists’ Yearbook, and pester the life out of the agents. That’s my advice.’ She looked me up and down. ‘Can’t say I hold out much hope but that’s the best I can do. Good luck.’ Then she looked away, dismissing me.

It wasn’t going well. I searched for back-up: Felicity. It had been her idea after all. Catching her eye, I shot her a silent ‘Help!’ and she came over, cheeks already a-glow.

‘Miss Turner,’ she said without hesitation. ‘Do forgive me for not being here to make a proper introduction. Please allow me to present one of our most promising local authors, Trish ... erm?’ She left a space. We hadn’t known each other long enough to get around to surnames.

I was amazed. Here was Felicity, skydiving out of her comfort zone to big me up. One of our most promising local authors. I liked the sound of that.

‘Lightowler. Patricia Lightowler, Miss Turner. Honoured to meet you.’

Beaming, Amanda rose and took my hand. ‘What an extraordinary moniker. What in heaven’s name is a lightowler?’

I thought I was on a roll. That grin had convinced me Amanda was interested. I started to tell her what I’d found out on Find Your Forebears about Gregory’s unusual surname. I’d found it fascinating. She let me go on for a few seconds, then cocked her head and said, ‘Do you understand the meaning of the word ‘rhetorical’?’

‘I think so. Does it mean, when you ask a question ... oh! I get it,’ I said, the penny and my face dropping at the same moment. ‘I’ll shut up.’

‘Good girl,’ she said. ‘Hmmm. Patricia Lightowler. It’s certainly memorable. A big advantage. Look at that actor, Thingie Cumber-Whatsit. No-one ever forgets his name.’

Was this meant to be a joke? I smiled, to be on the safe side.

‘Step closer,’ she commanded.

This was unexpected, but surely a good sign. I did as instructed. Then, with a glint in her eye, Amanda leaned forward until our brows practically touched and stage-whispered, ‘If I were you, I’d sue that plastic surgeon.’

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Felicity’s eyes bulge.

‘No, my face isn’t ...’ I spluttered. ‘I haven’t ... This is ...’

Amanda rested a hand gently on my arm. ‘Don’t bother explaining. My version’s bound to be much more amusing than yours.’

‘What Trish meant to say,’ Felicity said, stepping in smoothly once more, ‘is do you do private tutoring? You know, taking a raw talent and guiding them to publication. That type of thing.’

Raw talent. That sounded good, too.

‘I can pay. I mean, I have money,’ I stammered, clumsily re-entering the conversation, thinking Thank goodness I didn’t say it was redundancy money. Then immediately spoiled it by adding, ‘Redundancy money from when I got the boot from my job.’

I saw Amanda’s lips twitch. ‘I’ll give your proposal some serious consideration,’ she said, rising and glancing at her watch, ‘over tea and cake. A hoard of sticky-fingered little oiks and their potentially book-buying yummy mummies will be invading quite soon. I’ll need fortification if I’m to survive. Would you mind?’

I panicked. A writer, a real writer, was inviting me to join her for tea! Where should we go? What would we talk about? Should I offer to pick up the bill?

‘It comes to something,’ she went on, ‘when one can’t safely leave one’s things in a municipal library without worrying someone will nick them. Since you’re apparently hanging about here anyway, Patricia Lightowler, if you would be so kind. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes. Twenty at most. I’ll furnish you with my answer then.’

Nearly an hour she was gone. In that time, I gave in to curiosity and lifted the velvet cloth covering her little table. Underneath I found: a cardboard box of Love You to Bits paperbacks, the brown cashbox, locked, two packs of black Sharpies, one opened, two bottles of mineral water, both tepid, a pack of wet wipes, dried out, and a copy of a novel by Lee Child, well thumbed.

I made a mental note. Inside knowledge on the little things, like what pens to bring to a signing, might come in useful when I was an author myself, I thought.

Spotting me, Felicity came over, all a-fluster. ‘What are you doing? That’s private.’

‘Essential research,’ I dropped the velvet cloth. ‘Thanks for saving my bacon earlier, by the way. Magnificent, you were. I blew it. Turned into a wittering goldfish.’ I did the mime.

Felicity’s cheeks flushed. ‘That’s what you get when you go to a second-rate girls’ boarding school like I did. Top notch public social skills, zero personal self-esteem.’

‘Fifty pounds an hour,’ Amanda informed me when she did return. ‘Cheap at half the price. For a course of weekly, two-hour, one-to-ones.’

I gulped. Blimey. A hundred pounds a week! That’d make a good-size dent in my lump sum. And if she wanted to go on after the summer ...

‘Thursday mornings. Starting next week. Ten o’clock. On the dot. My address.’ She handed me a business card.

Woodview, Dark Lane, Oaker Wood Country Park, and a post code.

‘It’s a bit tricky to find,’ she said. I didn’t even know there were houses in the Country Park. I thought it was only for ramblers, dog walkers and, well, dogging. ‘Just down the lane from the old ochre pit.’

‘The what?’

‘You know, the disused ochre workings. But don’t get any ideas. I’m only taking you on because your name tickles me.’
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She was right. It wasn’t easy to find, Amanda’s place. Spent ages lost in the lanes, three-point turning, and panicking, straining to look over hedges. There’s a surprising number of houses tucked in and around the edges of the Park. A few modern ones, constructed as far as I could see, mostly of huge bifold doors joined together. The rest older, some Edwardian or even Victorian I shouldn’t wonder. Buildings that an estate agent would probably describe as ‘superbly well-proportioned’.

At last I happened upon the green tunnel that was Dark Lane and at the end of it – praise be! – her house. Woodview, let me tell you, is not superbly well proportioned.

Me and Gregory have a nice house. Had a nice house. Well, I still have. In a road called Walnut Grove that’s notable for being totally lacking in walnut trees. Four bedrooms. Four bathrooms, if you count the cloakroom, and I do. Travertine tiles in all four. Twin sinks in the main en suite. Real granite in the kitchen. Enormous American fridge/freezer in the corner. Little office for Gregory to juggle figures in. Walk-in wardrobe for me, containing my extensive collection of baggy T-shirts, bum-hugging leggings, and boring navy business suits. Garden on the small side but professionally landscaped, with an arbour and a water feature that Gregory puts away every winter. Used to put away. Double garage with automatic up-and-over electric doors.

All very nice but even I know that, in the property game, older houses – even ugly 1930s specimens like Amanda’s – beat shiny, ten-year-old executive homes any day of the week, no matter how many Travertine bathrooms they’ve got.


Truth is, Trish is shitting herself. What’s she let herself in for? What business has she got, a failed PA, getting lessons from a published writer who, quite frankly, scares the bejeebers out of her?

She sets out good and early, stomach in knots. She’s been to the Country Park before, course she has, many times. Her and Gregory used to walk there when the girls were little, a lifetime ago. She always loved it. The way you drive over the flyover, and up the steep lane, and without warning you’re in another world, far away from the noise and dust of the city, in the cool, green peace of the woods with only birds and squirrels for company. Like you’ve time-travelled back into history.

Here, hark at me!



I drove up to Woodview’s double gates. Oh yes. The gates. Gregory was always incredibly, you could say pathetically, proud of our remote-controlled garage doors. He’d be eaten up with jealousy if he could see the black and gold wrought-iron monsters that stand guard over Amanda’s gravel drive.

The house I saw through the gates, as I think I’ve already stated, was quite a let-down. Dating from a time when houses were built to live in, not to look at, it was mostly red-brick with some random grey pebble-dash. Bay windows bulged each side of the front door, and flat-roofed extensions clung to its sides.

It seemed sad. The house. No, more than that. Call me crazy but it seemed resentful, if that’s possible. It glared out through peeling window frames, tears of lime running down where gutters had overflowed. Weeds sprouted through the gravel drive. Gangly shrubs straggled up to the light and twisted trees stooped over. The only cheerful thing about the whole scene was a Virginia creeper scrambling over the frontage in its spring jacket of lime green.

I announced myself over the intercom and the metal gates swung open with a screeching like a pig having its throat cut. Not that I ... well, you get the idea. I drove through and they pig-screamed shut behind me and I thought, too late to change my mind now.

Even before I could ring the bell, the front door creaked open – clearly no-one had ever heard of WD40 in that house – reminding me of one of them schlocky old horror films. On the doorstep stood waiting to greet me, not a hunch-back servant, a leering vampire, or a decomposing mummy, but an extremely well put together Amanda Turner, celebrity writer. I pulled my shoulders back and stretched out my hand.

Ignoring it, she said, ‘Come in. You’ll have to excuse the smell.’

Woodview was as gloomy on the inside as the outside. Faded, over-stuffed and over-decorated. Dark antiques hid in the shadows, and plump, green sofas – glimpsed through a half open door – crouched like toads in what I suspect Amanda calls her ‘drawing room’. But worst of all, over it all hung the most appalling pong.

I tried to breathe through my mouth as she marched me through to the kitchen, a large space at the back, dominated by a rectangular scrubbed pine table, bearing the scars of many a carelessly wielded knife.

The day was warm for early May and Amanda was wearing a summer dress in red and white, with a full skirt and a narrow belt, ‘fifties style. Suited her. She’s slim, as I said before, though not particularly tall. Not as tall as me. Few women are. Or men, for that matter. A long-term bone of contention between Gregory and me. He even made me take off my kitten heels for the first dance at our wedding. Spent the rest of the reception barefoot, and the rest of my married life in flats. Should have realised.

Amanda seemed more approachable on home ground. I, on the other hand, was a bag of jitters. She pointed to a straight-backed chair and settled herself at the head of the table, a thick, hairy blanket in shades of lavender and purple – National Trust I bet – draped over the back of her chair.

‘Hope you don’t mind,’ Amanda said. ‘I’ve decamped.’

‘Decamped?’ Two minutes in and already she had me confused.

‘We’ll be operating in here.’

‘Operating?’ I questioned, eyeing up the table and imagining some kind of gory, Sweeney Todd-type set-up.

‘Yes. While Pavel goes about his business.’

‘Pavel?’

‘Yes. Pavel. My handyman,’ she said, as if to an extremely thick child. ‘He’s painting the study. I thought I’d conduct the class in here. If, that is, that arrangement meets with your approval?’

I wasn’t sure but I think she was being sarcastic.

‘Oh, is that what that terrible stench is? Paint? I did wonder,’ I said. ‘Though it doesn’t smell like any emulsion I’ve ever used. Smell’s more like ...’ Was going to say ‘stale piss’ but I thought better of it.

‘Yes, well, one trusts the disagreeable odour will fade once the paint dries. Shall we begin?’

She started to outline what she planned to teach me. Instantly there I was, back at school. And like back then, I tuned out. All I caught was the bit at the end when she told me – commanded me, more like – to keep a journal.

‘Explore what – if anything – lies in here.’ Amanda tapped her temple. ‘Let your words flow uncensored. Be honest. Make the journal a repository for your darkest fears, your pithiest observations, your most fanciful fancies. Make it your best friend, your confidante, the holder of your most intimate secrets, your lover.’ This last word she all but growled out.

I wasn’t at all sure I wanted my darkest fears and intimate secrets exposed to anyone’s scrutiny, let alone a sarcastic madam like her. Somehow, she read my thoughts.

‘No need to look so scared,’ she grinned. ‘You won’t have to show me your scribblings. One has absolutely no interest in your suburban neuroses. This is for you and you alone. Write it by hand. It’ll make it more organic.’

Not even sure what that meant, I protested anyway. ‘But I never write anything by hand. Not even shopping lists.’

‘Excuses. Excuses. What is it with you? Nevertheless, that is what you will do. Keep a journal. Write it by hand. Carry it with you at all times. That is, if you want to pursue the matter. Do you?’

That put me on the spot. Did I? Or was the whole thing too stupid for words? Then I thought, might as well give it a shot. What else did I have going for me?

‘Yes. Sure.’ I said. ‘Why not?’

‘I’m bowled over by your infectious enthusiasm,’ she said, at it with the sarcasm again. ‘In that case,’ she planted her hands flat on the table, ‘what did you think of it? My book?’

She’d asked me to read Love You to Bits, you see. As preparation for this first lesson. Read it and give her my view. A ‘critique’, she called it. She sat back, arms folded, awaiting the verdict. ‘Go on. Don’t spare me.’

‘I found it ... interesting,’ I answered.

‘Is that it? From the gorgeous gallimaufry of English adjectives, acquired and absorbed down the centuries, you pluck the word ‘interesting’?’

‘Well, no. That is ...’ Again, she had me flustered.

‘Come on. I’m a big girl. I can take it. Did you or did you not like it?’

‘Erm ...’

I didn’t, you see. Like it. Her book. It was far-fetched and overcooked. It mixed romance with bloodthirsty goings-on in a way that didn’t work for me. And the plot! So complicated and full of coincidences. I put it down several times, thinking Come on, Amanda! You surely can’t expect me to swallow that?

Yet, I read on. And on. Lost two nights’ sleep finishing it. Over the top and not even especially well written though it was, I had to know how it ended.

This is the start. See what you think.

I was twenty-three the first time. I didn’t especially enjoy it. It was messy and unsatisfying. No wonder, I hadn’t a clue what I was doing and the object of my attentions was disobligingly uncooperative. Adam’s first was when he was fourteen, a fact he took great pleasure in reminding me of. I was a late developer, he would tease, even when it came to cold-blooded murder.

See? It’s definitely got something, though it’s not perfect. Far be it for the likes of me to nit-pick but there’s that clumsy ‘of’ hanging off the last-but-one sentence and that clichéd ‘cold-blooded’. I liked ‘disobligingly uncooperative,’ though. That sounded proper writerly. But, more important, the whole thing hooked me in. Hooked me in, dragged me from bank to bank, and reeled me into the shallows, before finally dropping me, flapping helplessly, into its keep net. No masterpiece but I was gripped.

I didn’t say any of this to Amanda. ‘I think it might sell,’ is what I said. ‘The main characters are quite good. Could even stretch to a series.’

‘Thank you so very much,’ she mocked. ‘You think it might sell. My characters are quite good. It could stretch to a series. That’s not what one yearns to hear, Trish Lightowler. What one yearns to hear is: it will definitely sell, your characters are irresistible, and it will spawn a whole slew of bestsellers that Netflix and Amazon will scrap over, culminating in three six-episode series, with an option on a further four, and a move to a mansion in the Hollywood Hills, where you will be fawned upon for the rest of your natural.’

‘That’s what I meant.’

‘Self-belief is the key, you see, Trish. Total and shameless self-belief. You’ll never make it as a writer if you don’t believe in yourself, heart and soul. If one believes in oneself and one’s work, others will too. I believe in all my books, even those no-one reads. Congratulations, by the way. You passed.’

‘Passed? Passed what?’

‘My little initiation test. You didn’t drone on about narrative arc and plot twists. You didn’t admire my syntax or praise my transferred epithets. In short, you abandoned anything you might have been taught about the analysis of literary form and technique. You did what the average person would do and cut to the chase: does it or does it not have reader appeal? Which college were you up at, by the way?’

I blinked at the sudden conversational swerve. ‘Erm. Camden.’

She chortled. ‘No, no, Trish. I was referring to Oxbridge colleges. Never mind. You weren’t to know. One is a Girton girl oneself. BA and MA Cantab. Not that you have any cause to feel intimidated by that. None at all.’ Though, as I was sure she intended, I was.

‘Know what my best ever review was?’ she went on. ‘Four words. Brilliant book. Buy it. And you don’t need a first-class degree from an ancient seat of learning to write that.’ Her face clouded. ‘Sadly, I no longer attract such five-star notices. It’s all post-apocalyptic wastelands, jolly geriatric amateur detectives, or witches and wizards having it off with vampires and werewolves these days. Still, one day I’ll be back in fashion, if I live that long.’ She gave me a searching look. ‘You all right?’

‘Actually,’ I fidgeted in my seat. ‘Can I use your facilities?’

On my way back from the downstairs loo – poky, full of cobwebs, with one of them old-time pull chains – I passed the so-called study. I knew it was the study because that was where the whiff was the strongest. Hearing faint music, I pushed open the door. Sure enough, there he was, the handyman, up a step ladder, rollering away, humming along to Radio 2. Younger than I’d expected with flecks of cream paint in his dark blond hair. He looked across and I nodded. We didn’t speak.

‘Stress incontinence,’ Amanda said, as I sat back down, ‘How women of our age suffer.’

‘It’s got worse, since ...’ I stopped myself. The conversation had got way too personal, way too quickly. I wasn’t ready to discuss my inner workings quite yet.

‘Since you started the menopause?’ she offered. ‘One can only sympathise. Although I myself have yet to experience its ravages.’

I suspect my eyebrows shot up. She was at least as old as me.

‘Industrial quantities of HRT,’ she whispered from behind her hand. ‘That’s the secret of a merry peri. Keep the horrors at bay.’

‘Sorry about this.’ I bobbed up in my seat and headed for the loo again. ‘Have to pay another visit. Talking about it always makes it worse.’

When I got back, she waved a finger vaguely in the general direction of my crotch, ‘Can’t you have them put a stitch in it, or something?’

Clearly, she was a woman who didn’t believe in holding back on personal comments.

‘I’m used to it. Ever since I had the girls, my pelvic floor swings in the breeze like a garden hammock.’

Amanda broke into a throaty guffaw. ‘That’s more like it, Trish Lightowler. You have something of a gift for dry humour, you know. Use that. Tell me, your daughters, how old are they?’

‘Nineteen. Twins. Flo and Nell. At separate universities in Southampton.’

‘And their father?’

My heart sank. Why bring him into it?

‘In America,’ I said, thinking Change the subject! Change the subject! ‘Do you have kids, Miss Turner?’

‘Please, before we go any further, can we stop with the ‘Miss Turners’? We’re equals here, both pilgrims in search of true creative expression. Call me Amanda. I’ve got one son,’ she went on. ‘Twenty-two next birthday, would you believe? Louis. The product of a short-lived disaster of a marriage. Ah, the folly of youth! He lives with his father in Cardiff.’ She fell silent, no more willing to share than me. ‘Right. Let us begin the metamorphosis. So. Genres.’
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Lesson 1: Genres


I’ve always been a bit ropey when it comes to genres and stuff. Never been entirely sure what they are, if I’m honest, and if they matter. Far as I’m concerned, a book is either fiction or non-fiction, good or bad. The rest is white noise. Trish is hoping Amanda will shed some light. Some hope.



Amanda spoke about hybrid genres for quite some time, though not long enough for me to grasp what they were.

‘So Love You to Bits is a crossbreed?’ I said, trying to fathom it out. ‘Like a labradoodle or a shitpoo?’

Amanda gave me a side-eye. ‘What are you on about? I’m simply stating there are no rules in fiction. Novels may blend the elements of various genres. One has essayed more than one on one’s literary journey. I started with heart-warming family sagas, moving on more recently to thrillers which, I have to admit, are great fun. The research particularly.

‘I’ve learnt so much. How many deadly plants would you think there are in your average garden, for instance? Actually, I forget how many, but it’s a lot. And where precisely do you need to stick the blade if you want to ensure the death of your victim?’ she asked. ‘Not in the left chest, you may be surprised to learn, because that it not where the heart resides. My latest, a bestseller by the way, is listed under ‘romslasher’, a most satisfying sub-category
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