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Praise for Nicola Gill



‘Nicola Gill never disappoints: funny, pithy and always satisfying’


Anstey Harris, author of Where We Belong


‘A beautiful read full of heart and depth’


Nina Pottell, Prima Magazine


‘I love everything Nicola writes. I’m a real fan girl! Her books are full of heart, real characters and hope and are a fantastic read – and That’s Just Perfect is no exception!’


Olivia Beime, author of Three Nights in Italy


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


Gillian Harvey, author of The Bordeaux Club


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


Victoria Dowd, author of Murder Most Cold


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


Frances Quinn, author of That Bonesetter Woman


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


Jessica Ryn, author of The Imperfect Art of Caring


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


Kate Storey, author of The Memory Library


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


Eleni Kyriacou, author of The Unspeakable Acts of Zina Pavlou


‘Nicola Gill has a rare talent for skilfully conjuring wonderfully complex, relatable characters which her readers are rooting for all the way, despite, or perhaps because of, all their imperfections. I loved this book so much, and just had to know what was going to happen, so that my plan to read just one chapter became one more, then one more after that each time I picked up the book. That’s Just Perfect is full of humour, warmth and I admit, a few happy tears at the end. A perfect holiday, weekend, or indeed, anytime, read!’


Louise Fein, author of The London Bookshop Affair


‘A cautionary tale about the lies that can so easily fester within fractured families. Hugely readable, utterly relatable and packed with appealing characters, both major and minor’


Sue Teddern, author of The Pre-Loved Club


‘L.O.L’s and heartbreak. I love Nicola Gill’s books and she’s done it again! I found myself loving these flawed and very real characters. Ed is so real, and Liz’s story is completely heart-breaking. You just want to get inside the pages and help her. I cried a little at the end, just before a meeting, so thanks for that Nicola Gill’


Tim Ewins, author of Tiny Pieces of Enid


‘Absolutely bursting with feeling! Nicola has created three perfectly imperfect characters in Liz, Ed and Emily. It’s a wonderfully heartfelt story that is sprinkled with Nicola’s humour, and I absolutely loved it!’


Holly McCulloch, author of The Mix Up


‘Another warm and engaging story from Nicola Gill who always manages to perfectly capture the frustrations and joys of family life. The characters are beautifully drawn – each fighting their own demons, flawed and embattled but eager to restore old relationships and build new ones. Gill handles each storyline sensitively, with trademark humour and compassion in this satisfying treat of a novel’ 


Nancy Peach, author of The Mother of All Problems


‘Nicola Gill has such a talent for creating flawed yet incredibly real and likeable characters. I couldn’t wait to get back to being in the company of Emily, Ed and Liz. Very funny and often touching, That’s Just Perfect is a must read for those wanting an injection of joy’


Charlotte Levin, author of If I Let You Go
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Chapter One


October 2023


Lots of celebrities moan it’s hard being famous but I don’t think they can know what hard is. Look at me now – surrounded by people who are gazing at me as if I could walk on water, laughing uproariously if I say something even vaguely funny, grateful for a couple of minutes of my time. Hard?


I’ve spent the day shooting a TV commercial around the corner from Selfridges and have decided to pop in on my way home. I’m nearly out of Charlotte Tilbury Pillow Talk lipstick – a situation that demands immediate and decisive action. 


As soon as I entered the shop, I was aware of eyes upon me. Some people stared openly while others tried to look as if they were uninterested and insouciant – as if they see celebrities every day. I made my way through the perfume department, competing scents assaulting my nostrils as I made sure to keep a neutral expression pinned to my face. You can’t go around grinning like a loon, especially when you’re on your own, but woe betide you if your resting face tips even slightly into bitch.


Two assistants swoop as soon as I get to the brown and gold counter and another, who is doing a smoky eye on a woman in a denim jumpsuit, stops with her make-up brush hovering mid-air.


‘May I help you?’ says an assistant with ‘invisible’ braces and poker-straight blond hair.


‘Don’t worry, Sienna,’ says her dark-haired colleague. ‘I’ve got this.’


The two of them have an unspoken battle with their perfectly made-up eyes before the blonde concedes defeat and scuttles back behind the magic skin collection where she rearranges the display with more force than is strictly necessary.


The brunette gives me a beaming smile and asks how she can help me today. I get the impression that her help would extend to running to the food hall and grabbing me a coffee if I was to suggest that. Instead, I ask for the lipstick.


‘It really suits you, the Pillow Talk,’ the assistant says, blushing furiously.


‘Thanks.’


There’s a conflict raging behind her eyes and I imagine she’s weighing up whether she should say something or whether that’s unprofessional.


Her hand shakes as she rings up my purchase. ‘My mum loves you,’ she blurts out, as she passes me the little yellow-and-black bag she has crammed with freebies. (Side note: what an irony it is that the people who least need freebies are the ones most likely to receive them.) ‘And so do I. My whole family are fans of You’ve Got It. We never miss an episode.’


I smile graciously. ‘That’s lovely to hear! Have a great evening.’


The assistant looks as if she might cry. ‘You too.’


As I walk away, I know I’m being watched by several people in the vicinity. The woman in the denim jumpsuit with one smoky eye and one naked one is whispering to the assistant doing her make-up.


Meanwhile a woman with lots of carrier bags is being propelled towards me by the man she is with. ‘We thought it was you but we weren’t a hundred per cent sure,’ she says, her words falling into each other before a staccato laugh of a full stop. ‘My boyfriend said there was no way you would buy your own make-up, that you’d have a stylist to do that for you. But, I said, “No, she’s very down to earth.” I can just tell, you see.’


I laugh. 


‘We love You’ve Got It,’ the woman gushes.


‘Yeah,’ adds her boyfriend who has now sidled up alongside her. ‘Best talent show on TV.’


‘Best show on TV,’ his girlfriend corrects. 


One of the assistants at a nearby make-up counter is staring at me in a manner that suggests she’ll soon be asked to draw me from memory. I bet she’s thinking I look older and fatter than she’d expect. I can imagine her talking to friends later: I thought the camera was supposed to add ten pounds.


‘I actually cried when Josh was voted off the show,’ the man says.


‘Josh was a sweetie,’ I say.


I catch the eye of a security guy by the door. I’ve got you, he says with a look, let me know if this all gets too much.


My posse has been joined by a group of middle-aged women with lilting Irish accents. One of them says that Josh deserved to go. Yes, he was nice but it’s a talent show and he had no talent. Her favourite was Ellie. She had a gorgeous voice.


This sets off a heated disagreement. How can she say Josh had no talent? Ellie did have a gorgeous voice but she didn’t have an ounce of Josh’s charisma. He’s got that ‘it factor’.


I don’t embroil myself in the debate. Experience has taught me that it’s best not to say too much.


‘Excuse me,’ says a man in an ill-advised red jumper that makes my skin itch just looking at it. ‘While this lot argue it out, please may I get your autograph?’


‘Of course.’ I take the pen from his shaking hands. All the best, I write in big loopy handwriting, Jenna Cox x


I hand back the piece of paper. I can see he’s delighted. And so am I. It’s the first time I’ve nailed her handwriting.










Chapter Two


May 2023 


I s there anything crueller than struggling to shift post-baby weight when there is no baby? And there’s a woman on the leg-curl machine who keeps staring at me. I imagine she thinks I don’t fit with the gym’s aesthetic – that my cheap black leggings and baggy cotton T-shirt aren’t de rigueur. No doubt she’d find me slightly more acceptable if I was wearing one of the cute matching sets I have from Lululemon or Nike. But they’re all tucked away in a drawer at home because they’re a bit, shall we say, snug. 


I focus on my leg curls and try to ignore Little Ms Sticky Beak. I was in a bad mood before I even got here. I’ve written a grand total of four hundred and seven words today, which is pretty pathetic given I’ve had no freelance work so have had eight hours to devote to my book. I used to manage more than that in a day when I worked full-time as an Advertising Creative Director and I only had my commute to write. But then I used to manage a lot of things.


The gym is doing little to improve my state of mind. Not only is my ragged breath and puce face a reminder that my fitness levels have nosedived, but this room has all the warmth and personality of an aircraft hangar. Think serried ranks of black torture machines in a grey windowless basement where an eye-pricking floral air freshener is failing to mask the smell of stale sweat. Someone obviously thought it would be a good idea to ‘lift’ the space with neon motivational quotes in a swirly typeface: 


The only bad workout is one you didn’t do. 


Yesterday you said tomorrow. 


A winner is just a loser who tried one more time. 


Pass the sick bag.


I move to a rowing machine, glaring at a man who has just got off and failed to wipe it down despite sweating profusely over it. He doesn’t even have the good grace to look embarrassed as he sees me fetch the antibacterial spray.


What did they say in the induction session about rowing technique? Remember not to hunch, engage your core, lead with your legs. I pull the handle towards my ribs or where I assume my ribs must still be.


The woman is staring at me again. Rude.


I finish on the rowing machine and head towards the treadmill. One of the many things I dislike about the gym is the noises. Heavy breathing, metal plates clanging together, PTs bellowing at people, ‘Gimme one more,’ ‘Let’s do this,’ ‘Believe in the possible’. And the grunting. Oh God, the grunting. Today, that’s not even the most annoying noise though. Sweaty man has a disposable plastic water bottle, which he keeps slurping from with such force that it collapses in on itself before slowly and noisily crackling back into its original shape when he stops drinking (wiping his mouth with the back of his hand every time). 


All four treadmills are in use. I’m actually happy to wait, not only because it gives me a chance to get my breath back but because two women who are doing plank nearby are engaged in a rather intriguing conversation. ‘He told me he loves me but it was during sex so it doesn’t count, right?’


‘Right.’


Is that the rule? I had no idea. Not that it matters to me. No one will be declaring their love for me anytime soon during coitus or otherwise.


Stare-y woman is on an exercise bike now. She glances over constantly.


‘So I haven’t said it back obviously.’


‘Obviously.’


A man gets off a treadmill and I get on. I couldn’t help but notice how pleased my mother sounded when I told her I was going to the gym. ‘That’ll be lovely,’ she said, all sing-song voice and children’s TV presenter in tone. My friend Meg laughed when I told her. ‘She just wants you to be happy.’


Happy.


I jog slowly and unenthusiastically. The woman next to me in the pink leopard print two-piece is running unfeasibly fast, her high ponytail swishing through the air. Everything about her, from her tits to her demeanour, is perky. 


A personal trainer is holding up pads for a woman to punch. For a gym activity it actually looks kind of fun and the woman is punching for all she’s worth. I bet she’s imagining everyone who has annoyed her recently. I’d have punches for lots of people. My ex-husband and his annoying Instagram posts (#solucky #lovinglife #goodtimes); the bus driver who pulled away despite the fact he had definitely seen me running; the woman on the Tube with the little plastic strawberries dotted all over her hairband. What are you, six?


My mother told me I seem angry a lot of the time nowadays. ‘No, I’m not,’ I snapped.


I head for the chest press machine, only realising when I’ve already sat down that stare-y woman is on the neighbouring machine. Never mind, I shall ignore her. 


Directly in front of me is a sign that reads: One last push! 


It makes me think of a labour ward and I choke back tears.


‘Excuse me,’ stare-y woman says suddenly.


I turn my head towards her, squashing down a wave of irritation. It’s bad enough being here without people talking to me. ‘It’s you, isn’t it?’


What on earth is she on about? 


‘I’m such a fan.’


My heart lifts. Unless you’re a big name like Marian Keyes or Stephen King, you don’t get recognised as an author. It’s certainly never happened to me before. 


‘I thought it was you but then I told myself you wouldn’t be somewhere like this.’


‘What?’


‘You’d be somewhere much more swanky where you won’t get papped.’


Papped?


‘Wait until I tell my sister that I saw Jenna Cox in my gym.’


Jenna Cox? Reflexively, I glance at myself the mirror. Do I look like her? I had a meeting this morning so, for once, am sporting both make-up and clean hair, but I still don’t think it’s a comparison the celebrity would be flattered by. ‘Umm, I’m not Jenna Cox.’


The woman’s face falls. ‘Really?’


‘Really.’


‘That’s a pity. I did think you were a little… er, bigger.’ She adjusts the strap of her sports bra. ‘I was so excited to tell my sister I was in the gym with Jenna Cox.’


‘Sorry.’ I don’t know why I’m apologising but the woman looks so disappointed. 


‘I really thought you were her.’


‘So—’ I’m not apologising again. I mean it’s not my fault I’m me, is it? 


Three weeks later, I’m scrolling for something to watch on TV when I stumble across Faking It. 


Step into the bizarre world of celebrity doppelgängers and find out what it’s really like to make a living being someone else, from Bucks Fizz to Harrison Ford to Cheryl Cole.


I pour myself a glass of wine and press play. The owner of the lookalike agency, himself a Gary Barlow impersonator, explains he has all sorts of people on his books from Kylie to David Brent to Jesus. ‘Although there’s not much call for Jesus nowadays.’


The camera cuts to a tribute night in a student union where ‘Taylor Swift’ is performing. She’s actually pretty good although that’s wasted on most of the students because they’re so wasted.


When that woman in the gym thought I was Jenna Cox, I admit I was flattered. I glance in the mirror, something I generally try to avoid these days, and see a woman who wears life’s (many) disappointments and looks every day of her forty-one years. So, being mistaken for a glamorous celebrity was a nice ego boost. Even if, when I told my brother, he asked if she had a white stick. (Ha bloody ha, David, that’s so original.) It never crossed my mind that any resemblance could be monetised and it seems an odd way to make a living, although, granted, as a novelist, I’m not one to talk. I literally make up shit for a living.


A Jamie Oliver lookalike is taking part in a photo shoot. He’s nailed the body language but sounds disconcertingly posh when he opens his mouth. 


‘Can you cook?’ the interviewer asks.


‘Jamie’ lets out a braying laugh. ‘Not a sausage. Oops, unintentional pun.’


I go to take a sip of my wine and realise the glass is empty. On the way to the kitchen, I stop in front of the hallway mirror. Do I really look like Jenna Cox? I mean, not tonight obviously with my make-up free face but, on a good day, maybe there’s a resemblance? We’re both little with reddish-brown hair and green eyes.


I go back to the sofa and un-pause the TV. A gaggle of Victoria Beckhams are comparing notes about their experiences. We then meet a B-tech Ryan Gosling, a David Brent who sounds exactly like him and an ABBA tribute band who’ve been working together for twenty-seven years. In real life ‘Agnetha’ is married to ‘Frida’.


Realising once again I’ve somehow finished my wine, I head back towards the kitchen, again pausing in front of the mirror. I google photos of Jenna and hold one up next to my face. I definitely do look a bit like her. Well, her older, uglier sister at any rate. It helps if I brush my fringe to the side and smile so widely it hurts. Jenna has a big smile.


Without thinking too much about what I’m doing, I fetch my make-up bag. Jenna favours winged eyeliner and a nude lip. I’m a bit out of practice but manage to do something semi-passable.


What on earth am I doing? This is what happens when you have two large glasses of wine on an empty stomach. And spend too much time on your own.


I head back to the sofa, my wine glass refilled. On Faking It, a voice coach is trying to teach a reluctant ‘Kylie’ how to sing. ‘Hold your diaphragm.’


My mind flashes back to being in youth theatre when I was a teenager. I never wanted to be an actor, well, not really, but youth theatre was so much fun and transformed me from being a shy kid to someone who could talk to anyone. We had incredible teachers too – West End choreographers and directors and singers. The voice coach on the programme reminds me of Jules, one of ours. She has the same indomitable patience, the same ability to find a speck of something and turn it into a positive. ‘That “luckyyyyyy” was spot on.’


I was actually okay at youth theatre, not one of the stars but pretty competent. I could project my voice, remember lines and dance in time. I was also an excellent mimic. ‘You’ve an ear for accents,’ Jules said. ‘A right little parrot.’


I pull up a YouTube clip of Jenna Cox presenting You’ve Got It. ‘And now let’s give it up for the one and only Josh Nolan.’


‘And now,’ I say. ‘Let’s give it up for the one and only Josh Nolan.’


Rubbish. Perhaps my parroting skills are dead? And anyway, what does it matter? It’s not like I’m going to get work as a lookalike. I already have a job. Two jobs if you count my sporadic freelance copywriting. My main focus is being a novelist though. Your main focus? scoffs my laptop from the corner of the room. Would hate to see how you do with something you’re not focused on. 


‘Let’s give it up for the one and only Josh Nolan,’ I say. A little better. I try again elongating all the vowels.


I pad into the kitchen where I slosh some more wine into the glass. This is definitely my last one.


I go back to Faking It. ‘Agnetha’ and ‘Frida’ are working side by side in their suburban garden. They look quite different without the sequins and the blue eyeshadow but then, don’t we all?


I drink the rest of my wine and google lookalike agencies in London. There are loads of them.


The ‘Beckhams’ attend a wedding, ‘Tom Jones’ does a sixtieth birthday party and ‘Johnny Depp’ moans about how most of his work has dried up. Most?


I open the camera app and look at myself. I suppose I could pass for Jenna Cox, especially with my fringe swept to the side.


A ‘Camilla’ is earnestly telling the interviewer she has worked with five different Charleses over the years. Two of them are now in ‘a better place’. She does an awkward little laugh.


I snap a couple of pictures of myself and fill in the contact form of the first lookalike agency that came up. I know I’ll never hear back from them, of course.










Chapter Three


April 2021


I have made it out of the house. I even remembered to take my slippers off. 


It’s a ridiculously perfect day outside, all sunshine and cloudless blue skies. Fury bubbles up in my throat: How dare you, world? Why are you acting like everything is fine?


My intention is to go for a walk, I am not sure where to. Dr Asen posited that I have been ‘doing so much better recently’ (everything is relative) and it would be ‘good to get outside’ if I feel able to.


People don’t seem to be staring at me so I keep putting one foot in front of the other. I see a number three bus and decide on a whim I will go into town. 


On the bus, I start to sweat. This was a mistake. Too much, too soon. 


I catch sight of my reflection in the window and it’s not a pleasing sight. My complexion is grey and porridge-y, my hair wild and unbrushed. Did I take a shower this morning? I can’t remember now.


What am I even going to do in town? Have a look round Liberty? Try on some clothes in Zara. Pretend to be normal.


I stay on the bus. Almost everyone around me is staring at a phone screen and I realise that my phone is still lying on my bedside table. Good. I don’t want to talk to anyone. Or read their messages: How are you doing? Hope you’re okay. Thinking of you.


Regent Street is heaving with people. Tourists who weave across the pavements and stop dead in front of furious-looking locals who have places to be.


My mouth is dry and I squash down waves of nausea. 


A man outside Hamleys blows a giant bubble in my direction. I try to smile but it feels more like a grimace.


I used to work five minutes away from here. It crosses my mind I could pop in and say hello but, of course, that’s a stupid idea. I’m not sure my former colleagues would even recognise me. Where is the designer handbag and the no make-up make-up? What happened to the glossy bob and the easy laugh?


I will go for a coffee and a sandwich, that’s what people do. Also, I can’t remember the last time I ate or drank.


I stand in Pret wondering if the lighting was always this bright; this harsh. I pick things up and then put them down again, hating myself all the time. This is what you’ve become: a woman who can’t decide between a meatball wrap or a BLT.


I stand in the queue clutching my sandwich (tuna and cucumber, a late entrant into the competition for the World’s Biggest Decision).


A couple make their way slowly down the stairs, carrying a buggy between them. The man comes first, walking backwards and the woman clutches the handles of the buggy, her eyes never leaving the sleeping baby dressed in yellow polka-dot dungarees. I press my nails into my palms and breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth.


When I get to the front of the queue, an unfeasibly smiley woman says that will be £4.50 please. I go to get my purse from my pocket but it’s not there. Sweat beads on my forehead as I fumble in the other pocket. I find my keys, a battered looking lip balm and an old shopping list: milk, cucumber, tomatoes, cheese, loo rolls. There is no purse though. I must have had a debit card to pay for the bus but now I can’t find it. Did I pay for the bus? A school trip was getting on at the same time as me and it was chaos.


I’m not entirely sure what happens next. One minute, I am rummaging in my pockets and then there’s this awful animalistic howling that I suddenly realise is coming from me. 


The woman behind the counter isn’t smiling anymore and people are moving further and further away from me. And I want to scream: I wasn’t always like this. I WASN’T ALWAYS LIKE THIS.










Chapter Four


July 2023 


I know more about Jenna Cox than people I’ve been friends with for twenty years. I’ve watched everything from her daily appearances on breakfast TV to all four seasons of You’ve Got It. I’ve read articles, watched interviews, pored over endless photographs. I know she has a sister who’s a hairdresser. They grew up in Harrogate, which Jenna will ‘always think of as home’. She drinks Earl Grey tea ‘by the bucket’ but hardly any alcohol because she’s a self-confessed lightweight.


I stare at myself in the mirror. I am halfway between me and her. Her immaculately blow-dried hair, her eye make-up (thank God for YouTube tutorials), but my ratty old dressing gown and sour expression. I was shocked when I got a call from Jackie at Fake Faces. I’d completely forgotten emailing her. ‘So you wanna be a lookalike?’ she said. Did I? The money would come in handy, especially since book two isn’t exactly going well and my freelance advertising work is sporadic. But I only contacted Fake Faces on a drunken whim.


Tonight’s product launch is my first gig. ‘What do I need to do?’ I asked Jackie when she told me about the booking. 


‘Get your photo taken. Smile.’


She made it sound so easy but nerves are coursing around my body and I’ve been to the loo three times in the last twenty minutes. 


I need to try to eat something even though the very thought makes me nauseous. I pop two slices of frozen bread into the toaster forgetting that it has taken to only toasting one side of the bread. Get toaster fixed has joined the long to-do list that never gets done. I bet the real Jenna doesn’t have to deal with things like broken toasters. And I don’t imagine she eats a couple of slices of half-cooked toast for her dinner either. Jenna will have people to do things for her, whether that’s repairing domestic appliances or putting a nutritionally balanced meal in front of her. No wonder she’s so relentlessly upbeat on Instagram. 


I nibble on my bread/toast. For all the differences between my life and Jenna’s, there are things we have in common. We’re both forty-one, divorced and without kids (although Jenna is child free and I am very much childless).


The phone rings and I jump. When did I become that person? My phone used to ring all the time.


It’s my mother. She asks me how I am. I tell her I’m fine and the word hangs between us in all its naked meaninglessness. I know she and Dad worry about me. 


‘What are you up to?’ she says, her voice studiedly casual. Like when she used to pick up my brother and me from school and ask us who we’d sat with at lunch.


‘Getting ready to go out.’ It’s not a lie.


‘Lovely!’ She can’t keep the surprise from her voice. ‘With Meg?’


Meg. The friend who has stood by me despite my best efforts. ‘No.’ I stare at the silver faux-leather trousers hanging on the wardrobe door. ‘It’s a work thing.’ I don’t say any more. I haven’t told anyone about the lookalike work yet. I don’t know why. It’s not as if I’m becoming a sex worker or a Tory MP. Still, though.


‘How nice.’ I know Mum’s mind will be in overdrive now. Imagining me having a crowd of new friends, maybe even meeting someone. Moving on, getting better. I guess that’s why I don’t tell her the truth.


We chat for a couple more minutes, Mum telling me about Terry and Shirley’s golden wedding anniversary party and the book she’s just read, which is not as good as mine (in her totally unbiased opinion) and how David called yesterday from Australia and she saw the kids on FaceTime and they’ve got so big.


After saying goodbye to my mum, I finish my make-up. Although it’s unseasonably cool for July, I’m sweating and have to keep pausing my attempts at lining my lips to blot my face with a tissue.


I pull on the silver trousers and white shirt I bought especially for tonight. They both come from one of Jenna’s favourite shops and have an extra zero on their price tags compared to anything I’d buy myself. But Jenna’s look doesn’t come cheap and details matter. 


I try to picture myself walking into the hotel this evening. Smiling and introducing myself. Do I say. ‘I’m Clare’ or ‘I’m Jenna’? Saliva floods my mouth. I can’t do it.


You can’t smile and get your photo taken? You’re pathetic but you’re not that pathetic. 


I force myself to breathe and then slip my feet into my new high heels before standing back to look at myself in the mirror. Not bad. I mean, Jenna’s mother is never going to mistake me for her but, to most people, I’d pass.










Chapter Five


I’ve been doing the lookalike work for nearly two months now and still haven’t mentioned it to any of my friends and family. I tell myself they haven’t asked, which is a nonsense, of course, but it’s a lot more palatable than examining the fact I’m slightly embarrassed by my new side hustle.


Not that my ‘proper’ jobs are exactly a source of pride. I’m a novelist who hasn’t published anything for seven long years and a freelance copywriter who does the sort of work that would have seen me wrinkling my nose in disgust when I was the creative director of a top advertising agency. Little did I know when I walked away from that job, leaving behind a corner office stuffed with awards, a company credit card and a team of thirty people that nearly eight years on, I’d still be trying and mostly failing to write my second book. I have had to go cap in hand back to the industry I loftily turned my back on to pick up whatever scraps of work it deigns to bestow on me. I write articles for pet care websites, incontinence pads and ‘revolutionary’ skincare products like the serum I am supposed to be writing social media posts for today.


I stare at the menacingly blank screen in front of me. To be fair, leaving my day job wasn’t total hubris. My first novel topped The Sunday Times Bestseller List five weeks in a row and outsold household names. The book was everywhere from supermarkets to independent bookshops to the tables in Waterstones. Fat lot of good that is to me now though.


I lean back in my chair, rub my aching neck and stare at the menacing blank white screen. Today’s social media posts are for The Leap Agency and, although they are a regular and much needed client of mine, I particularly dislike the people there. They all seem to be about seven years old, and while this is hardly unusual in an ad agency, these ones treat me as I imagine they do the woman who picks up their dirty mugs from their desks and loads them into the dishwasher. A hired hand they’d rather not think too much about. 


Get ready to reveal a brighter, younger you—


Delete.


Rosamund and Hattie, the two main account managers I work with at The Leap Agency are a particularly annoying pair. Not only are they both what my mother would refer to as ‘pleased with themselves’ (no accounting for tastes) but they’re spectacularly lazy. Their briefs are long, confused and rambling (er, it’s called a brief for a reason, guys) and they think nothing of dumping a project on me and then going AWOL when I need more information. They can’t even be bothered to start a new email thread for God’s sake, still using the same one they communicated with me on for the last project.


Let’s get glowing!


Delete.


It was my now ex-husband Stephen who suggested I give up my creative director job. Wouldn’t it be nice for me to be able to focus on my second book instead of having to keep up the insane juggling? Thanks to the advance and royalties from book one, we could manage financially. Plus, Stephen posited, the reduction in stress could only be a good thing. His sister and brother-in-law had years of trying to conceive and the second she cut down on the stress in her life, it just happened. (By that stage, we had been trying for over a year and my internet searches were a catalogue of ‘how long does it take to fall pregnant’, ‘difficulty conceiving’ and ‘best IVF clinics’. Little did I know, I was worrying about the wrong problem.) 


I went into the agency this morning so Rosamund and Hattie could brief me in person. 


This consisted of Rosamund reading out the slides of her PowerPoint in a flat monotone and Hattie asking me three times if I was used to doing social media copy. It was all I could do to keep myself from slapping her across her smug little face and telling her that I have a portfolio of award-winning work, and social media posts are something I used to consider beneath me.


Be happier in your own skin—


Delete.


Even when Rosamund and Hattie are being nice, they irritate me. When I told them I was an author, they both simpered that was ‘lovely’ in the same way you might tell a three-legged dog he was a very good boy. They then told me proudly neither of them were readers. (A piece of information that wasn’t exactly a shock.)


I open up the brief and reread it.


Lumiere serum is scientifically proven* to give you younger, brighter looking skin in just three weeks. 


*Don’t say ‘scientifically proven’.


Today, when she came to pick me up from reception, Hattie did a double take before waggling her finger at me and saying, ‘Ooh, someone has done their hair.’ Which really hacked me off because, okay, I’ll admit I don’t generally make a huge effort but neither do I go around looking like Shrek. 


I was sorely tempted to say I’ve been making good money these last couple of months because of my striking resemblance to Jenna Cox. You didn’t expect that, did you, you patronising little madam?


But of course I didn’t say anything to Hattie or Rosamund about the Fake Faces work. Since I haven’t mentioned it to my friends and family there’s no way I’m telling dumb and dumber.


I look at the blank screen.


Get ready to reveal a brighter, younger you.


Let’s get glowing! 


Be happier in your own skin! 


They’ll do.










Chapter Six


The lookalike work has been a welcome boost to my bank balance, and I’m hoping that it’s about to become considerably more lucrative as I am moving from becoming a lookalike to an impersonator. Fake Faces have both on their books and there’s a big distinction between them. The lookalikes are simply cashing in on what God gave them with a bit of effort in terms of styling but the celebrity impersonators or tribute acts have to ‘be’ their stars. Jackie was sceptical when I told her I wanted to be an impersonator. ‘Most of them are actors. Or at least failed actors.’ I told her I used to do youth theatre. Jackie raised her eyebrows. Well, I think that was what she was doing. Jackie has had a lot of Botox.


I did do youth theatre though. Also, I was confident that what I lacked in experience I could make up for in effort. I’ve always been a bit of a swot. I spent years researching my first book and I could tell you almost as much about unusually shaped uteruses and antiphospholipid syndrome as your average gynaecologist. I could apply the same sort of diligence to becoming Jenna, hopefully with a more successful outcome. I would study how she moved, how she walked and how she talked. I’d practise in front of the mirror, perfecting her speech patterns, rhythm, pitch and tone. I’d copy her body language, nail the way she cups both hands over her nose when she’s really laughing.


I did exactly that and went back to Jackie who was amazed. ‘Well, whaddya know? You’re actually pretty good.’


Tonight’s do is my first ever gig as an impersonator. I am to attend the launch party of a new high-end property developer at the recently reopened and apparently super swanky Annabel’s in Berkeley Square. I will ‘be’ Jenna all evening and mix and mingle with the guests. 


I pace around the flat doing a few of my Jenna lines. She says ‘baff’ not ‘barth’ and ‘laff’ not ‘larrrf’. Her laugh was an absolute nightmare to get right, especially since people really know it. I reckon I can pull it off though.


A wave of panic washes over me as the cab pulls up outside the beautiful listed Georgian townhouse in one of London’s grandest squares. Can I do this?


‘Laff’ not ‘larrf’, ‘baff’ not ‘barth’.


I pay the cab driver and make sure I hold my head up high. I am Jenna Cox. A celebrity, a person of importance, a national treasure even.


My legs shake as I make my way up the grand cantilevered stone staircase. Thank God I bought a new dress for tonight, and it’s one from a ‘Jenna shop’ not a Clare one.


‘Laff’ not ‘larrf’, ‘baff’ not ‘barth’.


The lead party coordinator, Serena, is a willowy blonde who could manage to look expensive in a bathrobe. She tells me my task is simply to mix and mingle with the guests. 


I’d question the ‘simply’ in that sentence but keep the smile fixed to my face. ‘May I just nip to the loo first?’ You know, to quietly hyperventilate and/or throw up.


With Serena out of the way, I have a chance to properly take in my surroundings and honestly it’s hard not to gawp like a toddler seeing snow for the first time. This place is enormous – goodness knows how many square feet (I’ll have to ask the property developers) – and spread out over four floors. I pass three different restaurants, seven bars and a cigar room and see a man whose sole job appears to be carving ice cubes into elaborate shapes for the cocktails. The decor is maximalism and then some, with heavily embroidered silk panels on the walls, themes of flora and fauna and a rococo vibe.


I normally spend my evenings alone in my flat watching forgettable reality TV and shovelling a ready meal into my mouth while telling myself that tomorrow I will definitely cook from scratch and go to the gym.


Tonight, I am Jenna though. 


On the stairs, a woman of indeterminate age in a hot-pink marabou trimmed dress is having an intense conversation with a member of staff. Why is Hugo walking someone else’s dog right now? The reason she likes this club is because Pickle is always welcome. It’s at this point, I see a very small furry head poking out of the monogrammed handbag hanging from the crook of her arm. ‘Pickle needs his walk at exactly seven o’clock. He likes his routine. His therapist says it’s crucial to keep him emotionally regulated.’


How the man doesn’t laugh, I have no idea. Instead, he calmly tells Pickle’s mummy (and she will be his ‘mummy’ not his owner) that Hugo will be back soon and will walk Pickle immediately.


I continue my ascent to the ladies’ room, wondering if Hugo is employed solely as a dog walker for the pampered pooches of the guests. It wouldn’t surprise me. Still, I suppose I am in no position to make judgements about strange jobs. My task for the evening is to pretend to be an entirely different person.


My stomach tightens at the thought. I may look a bit like Jenna but it’s another thing to be her.


‘Laff’ not ‘larrf’, ‘baff’ not ‘barth’.


I open the door to the ladies’ loos and am hit by a heady cloud of hairspray and competing perfumes. The room has clearly been designed for Instagram and can only be described as an explosion of pink. The vanities and sinks are pink onyx inlaid with mother of pearl and have oversized old gold swan heads for taps. Meanwhile, the ceiling is swathed in fat silk pink peonies. 


A woman applying lip gloss pauses the wand mid-air and looks at me before immediately looking away. I’ve noticed a few people doing the same and, while it doesn’t mean I can pull off impersonating Jenna, it’s definitely a good start.


I shut myself in the cubicle. Even the loos are pink, for goodness sake.


After I pee, I stay where I am. Jackie has really thrown me in at the deep end with this party, and I’m more than a little overwhelmed. This would be a lot for anyone, let alone me.


I do the breathing exercises Dr Asen taught me. I’ll be okay. What’s the worst thing that can happen? I screw up and get fired from Fake Faces. If nothing else, I can use this extraordinary place as a setting in my novel.


Gradually, I start to get my nerves under control. I am just about to open the cubicle door when a conversation starts up outside.


‘Oh my God, did you see Brad Pitt? Like just standing there in the bar sipping a cocktail and looking smokin’.’


‘That’s not the real Brad Pitt, silly. He’s a lookalike.’


‘I know,’ says the other woman who clearly did not know.


‘There’s loads of them here tonight. I’ve seen the Beckhams, Cheryl Cole, Bukayo Saka...’


Jackie told me she has twelve of her artists here tonight. Apparently, the organisers were keen to create the illusion of a star-studded event and were happy to spend big bucks to achieve that. They even flew ‘Beyoncé’ and ‘Jay Z’ down from Glasgow.


‘Some of them look so much like the real celebs.’ The woman giggles. ‘But some of them, not so much. Have you seen that Jenna Cox?’


My breath catches in my throat.


‘She doesn’t look like her at all. She’s about three sizes bigger, for a start. And you’d think she’d have Botox on all those wrinkles.’ My hand instinctively flies to my crow’s feet.


The other woman cackles.


Hot tears sting the back of my eyes but I choke them back. Remind myself that I have been through much, much worse and I am still standing. I am not going to let these stupid women upset me. And I am not going to let them stop me being Jenna.


I fling open the cubicle door, holding my head high. I give the women my widest ‘Jenna’ smile before washing my hands and leaving the bathroom.


As I descend the stairs, I hear the gossipers giggling in my wake but I keep the smile pinned to my face as I stop to stroke Pickle who is being handed over to Hugo. I am rewarded with an enthusiastic lick. Don’t worry, it says, both our nights are going to get a whole lot better.










Chapter Seven


I’m surprised at how easily I’ve made the transition from looka-like to impersonator. The truth is when I told Jackie I reckoned I could do it because of my ‘experience’, I was trying to convince myself as much as I was her. Let’s face it, a few years in youth theatre as a teenager doesn’t immediately mark you out as a star. 


But, while I don’t think Margot Robbie need worry I’m coming after her roles, Jackie tells me she gets lots of good feedback about me. Alan and Ruth Cohen were thrilled with my appearance at their son’s bar mitzvah. I was utterly charming and professional. Ruth’s grandma still won’t believe I’m not the real Jenna.


I pull a deep red velvet cocktail dress out of my wardrobe. It was expensive but it’s very Jenna and just the thing for tonight’s charity auction. 


It’s a little embarrassing to admit how much the Cohens praise meant to me. It’s been a while since I’ve felt I am good at anything. I couldn’t keep a baby or my husband, my career is a shadow of what it once was, and I’ve failed to write a publishable book in seven long years.


I look at my bookshelves where there are six copies of my book. (In case you’re thinking I’m a monster, I didn’t go out and buy these, I was sent author copies.) I don’t have to pick up a book now to know the quotes on the front cover. The Guardian described it as, ‘A feat of a debut’ while The Times called it, ‘Dazzlingly funny and deeply moving’ and the Mail, ‘Funny, sharp and downright wonderful.’


I think about the book I’m writing now and how someone might describe that. Not funny, not sharp and downright dismal.


Don’t do this to yourself. Focus on tonight. Turn yourself into Jenna. Smiley, happy Jenna. The dress helps. As soon as I pull it on, I find myself holding my head a little higher.


I order an Uber.


I don’t even get that nervous before a gig anymore – in fact, if anything, I’m more confident as Jenna than myself. (Not hard, to be fair.)


My Uber cancels on me. I order another one. Minutes later that cancels. What on earth is going on? It must be something to do with the apocalyptic rain. Everyone wants cabs when it starts raining.


I break into a sweat, which is absolutely not what I want in a dress I dropped nearly two hundred quid on.


Ten minutes later I am still Uber-less and feel a visceral sense of panic. I cannot be late for this evening. Jackie has never been anything but nice to me but she is not a woman you want to annoy and ‘be on time’ is one of her ten holy commandments. 


I’ll get the bus. It takes me practically to the hotel where the charity auction is. The app tells me there’s one in six minutes and I can easily be at the bus stop by then, even in these shoes. And, yes, it’s raining and I’m sporting a Jenna blow-dry that absolutely mustn’t frizz, but I can take an umbrella.


I stand under the bus shelter shivering. As if the biblical rain isn’t enough to contend with, it’s turned cold too. I don’t have any Jenna coats yet and my thin jacket is no match for the chill in the air. I don’t have to wait long though.


The bus pulls up and I tap my card against the reader. The bus driver stares at me and it takes me a second to realise I’m dressed as Jenna. In my haste to get to the gig, I totally forgot about that. Oh, well. I give him a sort of half-smile and shuffle upstairs with my head down.


It’s not long before I realise I’ve been spotted by someone else though. Two middle-aged women a couple of rows back can’t take their eyes off me and I can hear them talking in loud whispers. Eventually one of them can take it no longer. ‘Hello,’ she says appearing beside me. ‘My friend and I were wondering if it was you. She said there was no way you’d take the bus but I told her you’re very down to earth.’


I look at her wondering if I should tell her the truth? We’d probably have a laugh about it. But then again I could just think of this as a dress rehearsal for the event. Method acting, if you like. 


I give her my best Jenna smile. ‘Of course I take the bus.’
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