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Praise for Bitter

‘Bitter is just wonderful. It’s a very painful story but told with a kind of lightness and grace. It’s so well-written, with such deceptive directness and simplicity, so well-organised and well-paced. Francesca Jakobi completely inhabits Gilda, in all her pain and obsession, all her self-deception and self-sabotage. An absolutely astonishing first novel’

Michael Frayn, author of Spies

‘Stormingly good, deliciously addictive, as gripping as Zoë Heller’s Notes On A Scandal. It’s got to be the beach read of 2018!’

Peter Bradshaw, Guardian Film Critic

‘I bloody loved this book. It was emotionally so intense, so addictive, I tore through it, unable to stop. Buy it. Read it.’

Susie Steiner, author of Persons Unknown

‘Bitter, yes, but also sweet – and moving, and searching, and quietly devastating: a novel to detonate the heart. Steep yourself in this exquisite story. You won’t regret it, and you won’t forget it. Fans of Gail Honeyman and Joanna Cannon will love Bitter’

A.J. Finn, author of The Woman in the Window

‘Provocative and skilful … The results are as hilarious as they are unsettling as Jakobi exploits the stereotype of the needy Jewish mother and we are drawn against our better judgment to side with out-of-control Gilda’

Barry Forshaw, Guardian

‘Brilliantly paced, moving, thoughtful and sharp. Loved it’

Renée Knight, author of Disclaimer

‘Gloriously sinister and yet, when you least expect it, quietly heartbreaking. Brilliant’

Phoebe Locke, author of The Tall Man

‘[A] riveting study of a woman who takes motherly concern to rather sinister extremes … it slowly, tantalisingly becomes clear that Gilda has never been in charge of her life … and shocking secrets from her past will have the power to transform her present’

Daily Mail

‘A moving, powerful story of love, obsession, guilt, lies and the lengths we’ll go to for a second chance’

Tammy Cohen, author of When She Was Bad

‘I loved this book so much. Really moving and completely absorbing’

Laura Marshall, author of Friend Request

‘Jakobi’s debut is ambitious in scope, investigating her central character in forensic detail, with short, pacy chapters that alternate between past and present … At once tragic and engrossing, this gimlet-eyed character study elicits sympathy and damnation, both for Gilda herself and for the circumstances that have defined her’

Financial Times

‘This is an original and heartbreaking novel – beautifully written with such a powerful voice. I couldn’t put it down’

Chloë Mayer, author of The Boy Made of Snow

‘A beautiful, poignant and – at times – unsettling insight into motherhood: its triumphs and disappointments but, above all, its power to transform relationships. I loved it’

Elisa Lodato, author of An Unremarkable Body

‘Compelling and, in places, heartbreaking. A beautiful portrait of a mother’s love’

Joanna Barnard, author of Precocious and Hush Little Baby

‘It’s not easy to make a reader fall in love with a character who is as flawed as Gilda. She is diﬃ cult, snooty, and unhinged – and I absolutely adored her. She deserves to take her place beside character greats such as Olive Kitteridge and Eleanor Oliphant … Bitter has left me with one of the most severe book hangovers I’ve ever experienced. It’s a masterpiece’

Fiona Mitchell, author of The Maid’s Room

‘Beautifully written and paced. I was hooked – heart in mouth from the beginning. Exquisite storytelling’

Sally Magnusson, author of The Sealwoman’s Gift

‘Bitter is an incredible book about familial love gone wrong: deeply felt, subtly wrought and deliciously complicated’

Rachel Heng, author of Suicide Club

‘A beautiful and original story. I absolutely loved it’

Clare Empson, author of Him

‘I hated Gilda at first, her judgemental, mean-spirited view of the world. She seemed to be the kind of person I would run from at parties. Then, as time went on, this woman felt no longer bitter, but like someone I had come to love. Such clever storytelling … By the end I was running towards the finish line, desperate to see her come through’

Amanda Smyth, author of Black Rock and A Kind of Eden


For my grandmother, with love
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She’s childishly small, my freshly baked daughter-in-law, despite that blonde beehive stuck on her head. Light blue eyes, either innocent or she’s rather dim, and a tiny shiksa nose that belongs on a toddler.

All morning, strangers have been coming up to tell me how charming she is. I nod my head and bite my tongue and I keep what I think to myself.

I wonder if my Reuben did it on purpose: searched far and wide for the opposite of me. He hasn’t married a Jew – so what? – but why not a dark woman? Why not a tall woman? Why not a woman with a bit more shape?

The truth is I’ve been dreading this wedding: seeing my ex-husband, being here alone. I planned this outfit months ago but this tight, white suit is too tight and too white. And this hat, all the netting, what possessed me? I thought I looked so smart when I left the flat this morning but I’ve come to my own son’s wedding in a white suit and a veil.

The day feels endless. Five hours in and the speeches are only just starting. I look round the reception room at all Reuben’s friends and I don’t recognise a single one. The girls are dolly birds in shrunken outfits – legs in pale tights like limp sticks of celery.

The boys slouch beside them in garish cravats. Patchouli oil mingles with cigar smoke.

It’s a brand new hotel, frightfully with-it: champagne and canapés, thirty shillings a head. For the money, I thought they’d have a sit-down meal but that’s not the fashion, they say. I shift my weight from foot to foot. A sit-down for a minute would be nice. I force down a couple of salty chicken vol-au-vents despite the knot in my stomach.

My ex-husband, Frank, and his beloved Berta are chatting away right next to me. We’re all terribly civilised these days, you see. Only, I can’t help noticing that Berta’s hair looks slightly brassy – red is such a difficult shade, unflattering with ageing skin. Frank looks well. Was he really that short when we were married?

‘So lovely to see you,’ I say.

Yes, we’re all so very civilised these days, Frank, Berta and I. I don’t think they saw me wince when Reuben’s silly friend came over and congratulated Berta on her ‘brilliant son’. She’s not his mother. I stuffed my mouth with a devilled egg.

The best man’s speech goes on, and on, and on. Finally we’re asked to toast the happy couple. Fizzy acid burns my throat.

Berta tries her best, I’m sure, but she’s never had much in the way of taste – just look at that dress she’s wearing now, those shoes with that dreadful hat.

I remember: it was at the end of the school holidays and Reuben came to visit me at the flat. Berta had dressed him in dark brown shorts with a too-short haircut like a lice-plagued refugee. He had a grubby plaster on his left knee, in the soft spot just below his kneecap. I wondered how he’d fallen over, if she cuddled him before she patched him up.

He came into my room while I was sitting in front of the mirror. I was putting on my earrings for a night out at the theatre.

He held the gift very carefully with both hands and he hesitated before putting it down on the dressing table next to me. He didn’t say anything, just waited until I picked it up. I looked at him and he looked down at his feet.

When I opened it I saw six ugly coffee cups nestling in a flimsy cardboard box, Woolworths price tag still on it. They were the cheapest chunky china in dirty yellow.

Insulting, but that’s typical of Berta – as if some tacky cups could fix things. A token gesture from a guilty second wife who didn’t care enough to take the price off.

So I told my Reuben exactly what I thought of those cups: their cheapness, their chunkiness, their stained-urinal yellow.

And now it’s Reuben’s turn to give his speech and everyone cheers as he takes to the floor. To me he looks too nervous but his voice is strong and clear. I breathe in deep and smile at him. I want him to know how proud I am. I gesture, try to catch his eye, but he doesn’t once look my way.

He tells the room how he met Alice and knew she was the one for him right from the start. He almost stayed at home on his own that night because cocktail parties give him a headache. The music was too loud and he wished he hadn’t come; the hostess kept on plying him with lethal dry Martinis. He went to hide in the kitchen and that is where he found her. She was sipping Mateus Rosé from a mug.

He asked her for some wine and that’s how they started talking. When the wine ran out they drank lemon squash instead.

He says: ‘I fell for her warmth and her radiant smile and seduced her with my paisley kipper tie.’

And everyone laughs, though I can’t see what’s funny. He knows the room is on his side and he straightens his shoulders and grins.

He tells us about their very first date, how he prattled on for hours about typesetting and fonts. How he tried too hard, spilled soup on his shirt, then forgot where he’d parked his Cortina.

He says that he and Alice walked for miles round Hampstead; she didn’t grumble once when the rain came pouring down. They were soaking wet and freezing cold and they couldn’t find the car but it really didn’t matter. They could have gone on walking all night.

And he tells the room that he couldn’t quite believe it when despite all his failings she agreed to meet again. He thinks it’s more astounding than man on the moon, that she’s next to him here as his wife.

And the room falls silent apart from his voice as he tells us just how much he loves this woman. He says she taught him how to love; that she taught him what love could be.

And I can’t look at him because he didn’t learn about love from me.
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A large manila envelope arrives at my flat, the address typed neat and official on a mean white label. I don’t hurry to open it, sure it’s a gas bill or a pamphlet from the bank. I sit down, drink my coffee and swallow my grapefruit without any sugar.

Once I’ve poured myself a second cup of coffee, I look properly at the envelope. It’s thicker and stiffer than the average bill and red letters read Do Not Bend. The postmark informs me it was sent out last week: 15 Aug ’69. I take my curved grapefruit knife and slit the envelope open in a jagged line. I enjoy the ragged swipe of it.

Inside I find two pictures from the wedding, a photographer’s business card and a letter from my son. I lay the items out on the tablecloth. I pick up Reuben’s letter and unfold it with trembling hands.

I’m calling it a letter but it doesn’t really qualify. It is four words in black ink on thin, white paper. There’s no greeting, no pleasantries, just the scrawl of a scratchy fountain pen. Four words in black ink: From your loving son.

I know those four words well; they sat at the end of every letter Reuben sent from boarding school. The writing is a little more grown-up now but the content is much the same. Even at their most expansive his letters were only a paragraph.

The weather is fine here. I am working hard. Yesterday we had crumpets for tea.

From your loving son.

So, they’re back from honeymoon, then. I’ve heard nothing. Not even a quick phone call just to let me know they’re safe.

Still. It’s good that they found time to get the photographs developed and sent out. It’s good that they found time to print these little labels and stick them on the envelopes.

I put on my reading glasses to examine the photographs in detail and the day comes rushing back to me in shades of black and white. I remember the photographer, too old for such tight trousers. He bellowed like a market trader for the parents to join the frame. Disrespectful. He touched bits he shouldn’t as he jostled us together and he wiped his smudgy fingers on the arm of my white suit.

I wasn’t surprised when Berta muscled in, though she isn’t a parent and she didn’t belong there. I made sure I was the one standing next to Reuben.

She smiled at me and I saw lipstick on one of her teeth. ‘Gilda, darling, I’m glad you’re next to your son. You two get to see each other so rarely these days.’

Look at me there, clutching my champagne with both hands in case I throw it at her. She’s sucking her stomach in for the camera. I can tell by the way she’s holding her shoulders.

Everyone else is enjoying themselves but I’m strained and anxious in the middle of it all. My eyes look tired, dark rings beneath my make-up. It’s an ugly photograph. It makes me look ugly.

I gulp down my coffee and pick up the second picture. It’s Reuben and Alice outside Chelsea Old Town Hall. The scene is romantic, the two of them on the steps with a flurry of confetti. It’s a shame her mascara has smudged.

They’re so hopeful standing there, so full of fairy tales and happily ever after. They think they’re at the start of something, stepping out into the world for the very first time.

Well, I’ve been married twice, once with Frank and once with Leo – I was more in love with Leo than I ever thought possible. It doesn’t last, what they’re feeling. It will not last.

And I worry for my Reuben because he looks triumphant. He’s holding her hand like it’s a trophy he can’t believe he’s won. This is the son who never touches his mother, not even on the cheek when he kisses me hello. This is the son who never calls me; never visits me unless he knows he has to.

I used to think he was a bit of a cold fish, some people are, you have to accept it. But when I met him and Alice together that first time, I couldn’t believe my eyes. The son I saw before me was a loving man, exuding warmth like he’d swallowed a radiator. I couldn’t have been more amazed if he’d opened his mouth and started talking Japanese; if he’d grabbed a violin and played flawless Mozart; if he’d flapped his arms and flown around the room.

Something has changed in him. What magic did this young girl use? I study her in the pictures, trying to work it out. She’s pretty, yes, but not so very pretty. Intelligent, yes, though no match for my son.

There were girlfriends before her, plenty of girlfriends – that skinny one, Rachel, and Charlotte with the laugh. I remember when Reuben brought Rachel home, I thought they would get engaged. But I never saw him look at her the way he looks at Alice.

I knew that Reuben would marry eventually, prepared for it, even hoped for it. Who doesn’t want their son to settle down with someone nice? It’s just I want him to love me too, to need me in his life like he needs her. It’s just I wasn’t prepared for it to hurt so very much.
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