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Phylippa Smithson 

This has everything – political 

intrigue, recent history (The Irish 

Troubles of the 90s), murder 

investigations and all brought 

together by super writing.   

The lead character has two selves.  The first 

‘self’ is Marie Anne McCartney.  This self is a 

child and young adult living under the 

demands of troubled 90s Belfast and notably 

her increasingly political brother, Martin (6 

years older) and 3 of his very close friend.  

When she innocently follows a request of one 

of his friends, and her boy-friend, Joseph, 

she becomes face to face with the reality of 

life at that time and as a result is forced to 

disappear south, to Dublin.   

In Dublin she has no choice but to lead low profile and isolated life to focus on 

her education and achieve her career goal of becoming a lawyer.   

During this period, she meets David and, to her, he appears the perfect 

gentleman and provides a release from her confined and discipline life.  

But then she morphs into her second life when David disappears.  Fully 

qualified, the second ‘self’ – Anne-Marie - appears on election night having been 

voted as a Member of Parliament sitting in Westminster.  And no sooner does 

she take office than she finds her past catching up with her.  

This is one of the very best thrillers I have read in a long time.  Totally 

absorbing, credible and just so very well written.  Definitely going to be looking 

out for future opportunities to read Simon Berthon’s books. 

 



 

Robin Little  

‘Woman of State’ is about choices, confronting the brutal past of 

Northern Ireland and dealing with intrigue in government. With 

plenty of twists, turns and espionage the gripping story is a great 

thriller.   

The background of many politicians is littered with events that never see the 

light of day.  Woman of State tells the tale of a progressive young new 

government minister who grew up in Northern Ireland during the troubles 

when politics was tribal and brutal.  Mary Anne McCartney starts her journey 

to Westminster touched by violence and betrayal.  In the present she carries the 

scars of her history, her family and the friends she made and lost. When the 

events of the past in Ireland surface again in the present she needs to revisit the 

decisions she made and decide how to deal with them in the present 

A book about choices, confronting the past and dealing with intrigue. With 

plenty of twists, turns and espionage the gripping story is a great thriller. Easy 

to read, the story is a brilliant description of the dark forces underlying politics. 

 

Sue Broom 

1994 - the Peace Process in Northern Ireland is underway but its outcome is by 

no means certain.  Splinter groups break away from the IRA leadership, intent 

on business as usual, and this novel focuses on the members of one of these 

groups and their friends and family.  Skip 20 years or so and Maire McCartney, 

whose brother and boyfriend were both involved with this group, thinks she has 

escaped her troubled past.  She has forged a successful career as a lawyer in 

London, followed by entry into politics and a Ministerial post.  But her new role 

gives her a very public profile and, sure enough, her past comes back to haunt 

her. 

I found this story really gripping, its pace fast and relentless, and 

the characters perfectly believable and engaging.  Not my usual choice 

of reading and, happily for me, it doesn’t dwell on the gory, but concentrates on 

the personal relationships and choices forced on the characters.  I can imagine 

that there are people all over the world today compelled to make the same 

decisions, for broadly similar reasons.  A sobering thought.   

 

Sandra Bishop  

A cracker of a debut novel, written by someone with a good 



 

knowledge of the troubles of the time resulting in a gritty, credible 

story.  

As a debut novel, this is a corker.  Set in 1990s and 21st century Ireland and 

London, we are introduced to 18 year old Maire McCartney, her brother Martin 

and his IRA associate friends, one of whom is Maire’s lover Joseph Kennedy. 

Kennedy persuades Maire to be part of a trap to ensnare British agent Peter 

Halliburton which leaves him dead. In an effort to protect herself Maire leaves 

town, taking a university place in Dublin. During her course she keeps her head 

down, making few friends until she crosses paths with fellow student David 

Valelly. They fall for each other and things are going steadily until one night 

David disappears. 

Fast forward to the 21st century and Maire has a new identity as Anne Marie 

Gallagher, high powered human rights lawyer in London.  She manages to get 

elected as MP covering immigration at the Home office.  All of a sudden, within 

days of her election, skeletons are quite literally falling from her closet.  

Detectives are all over her, as are government security agents.  We are led 

through a tale of corruption and deceit which leaves Anne Marie not knowing 

who she can trust.  

The subject matter would not be my usual choice, but I am very impressed and 

cannot recommend this highly enough. 

You can follow Sandra on Twitter: @Bozziesgirl  

 

Jo-anne Atkinson  

A punchy and pacy thriller about conspiracy theories at the heart of 

Government.  Not too taxing but very enjoyable.  

18-year old Maire Anne McCartney lives in Belfast during the last days of The 

Troubles.  Her brother is a key player in a splinter IRA group called the 'Gang of 

Four' alongside her boyfriend Joseph.  When Joseph asks her to lure an 

undercover British agent to a flat she naively goes along with it but the agent is 

killed and Maire is in trouble.  Spirited away to Dublin in disgrace to study law 

and keep her head down Maire instead forms a relationship with a British post-

grad but when he disappears Maire decides to reinvent herself.  Fast forward 

twenty years and Anne-Marie Gallagher, a prominent human rights lawyer is 

elected to Parliament and then seconded to a ministry.  However Maire and 

Anne-Marie are the same person and secrets from the past are about to 

resurface. 



 

As a bit of escapist thriller fiction, this book works extremely well.  The 

narrative is pacy and flits between events in the 1990s and the present day.  The 

plot is a little convoluted and there are gaping holes in places which are 

annoying but do not detract from the enjoyment of the reader.  This is not a 

piece of literary genius but it is great fun and unusual in that it has a female 

lead character. Whilst comparisons with Le Carre may be a little excessive 

Berthon does show potential as a writer of fiction. 

www.pluckedhighbrow.wordpress.com 

  

Peter Mynehan  

Excellent depiction of modern social history. 

Excellent depiction of the life of a young woman forced to grow up fast, perhaps 

too fast, and forge a successful life for herself against the odds, having been torn 

away from her family, her one love and her society 

When one starts to read this book, they may be forgiven for believing that it will 

turn into a rags to riches story 

This book addresses social prejudices both of time gone by and of the modern 

era, and depicts accurately one of the most harrowing periods of recent social 

history 

Further, this book depicts the results of when one's past catches up with them 

The theme throughout is one of loyalty - being true to oneself, one's family, one's 

peer and even to one's own country. 

 

Ann Peet 

Most gripping political thriller I have read for ages. 

I was gripped by this novel from the first page to the very end. Some chapters 

follow the story of Maire in 1990s Belfast where her brother and boyfriend are 

involved with the IRA and then her life as a student in Dublin. Alternating 

chapters are set in the present day where Maire, now Anne-Marie, becomes an 

MP and Minister of State for Security and Immigration. It's hard to say which 

story line is the more compelling. There are constant twists and you are never 

quite sure whose side the different characters are on. There are also some big 

themes - idealism, betrayal and could murder ever be justified. It's a book to 

make you think but also a love story and a terrific page turner. Definitely the 

most gripping political thriller I have read for ages. 



 

Sarah Jones 

Secrets, lies and intrigue. A fascinating political thriller about one 

woman caught up in a number of webs of deception.  

Anne-Marie Gallagher is a new MP determined to fight for human rights. 

However, she is also Maire McCartney who at 18 years old was caught up with 

the IRA in Belfast. Three years later she became involved with David, a young 

Englishman who seemed to have a number of his own secrets. As she rises 

further in the Government, her secrets and everyone else's unfurl. Nothing is as 

it seems. 

A fantastic, gritty, fast paced novel. With twists and turns on every other page, 

I was utterly drawn into this world of intrigue and lies. It moves in time 

between 1990s Belfast and Dublin and the present day. A wide variety of 

characters and situations with all of the secrets slowly piecing together. 

Politicians, police, Protestants and Provos; who is hiding something and who 

has the answers? A totally compelling and interesting read. 

 

Lee P. Ruddin 

Readers would be forgiven for thinking that a book about a General Election 

and those with the potential to destabilise peace in Northern Ireland would be in 

the (contemporary) non-fiction aisles. Yet broadcaster Simon Berthon’s first 

fictional outing – written with verve and insider knowledge – centres around 

both, albeit 26 years apart. 

‘Woman of State’ opens on election night in 2017, as Anne-Marie Gallagher 

claims a constituency seat from its Conservative incumbent. Although an 

unknown entity, her victory speech catapults her into the PM’s newly-formed 

cabinet. Just as she was thinking she had escaped her troubled past, though, an 

old boyfriend from The Troubles – not thrown by her change of name – reaches 

out.   

Given he is (the only person?) aware of teenage Maire Anne McCartney’s 

unwitting role as femme fatale in an IRA murder of a Special Branch officer, the 

lawyer-cum-Minister for Security and Immigration arranges a rendezvous. 

Somebody – or some body? – manages to get to him before she does, however, 

and the discovery of the body of another lover directs us back from present-day 

London to early- and mid-90s Belfast and Dublin respectively. Readers might 

have a good idea why Maire was released from custody and given a new 

identity, but the reason why only becomes clear at the gratifying denouement.    



 

‘While Woman of State’ comes second best to, say, Charles Cumming’s politico-

espionage thriller ‘The Spanish Game’ in terms of vivid scene-setting, it 

remains first choice for edge-of-the-seat suspense when compared, for 

example, with James Naughtie’s ‘The Madness of July’. 

 

Pauline Braisher  

I really enjoyed this book. The story goes back and forth between Ireland in 

the 1990s and present-day London but it is still easy to follow. What's not so 

easy is working out who is betraying whom and why and the book keeps you 

guessing right to the end.  It was interesting to read a book about the 

troubles in Ireland and how the consequences of those times 

reverberate over the years to come.  I thought the book was well-

written and the characters sympathetic. Considering the period in which 

the story was set, it wasn't too gory. It's also a love story so is quite sad at times. 

However, although you may not see the ending coming, there is still enough 

ambiguity to hope for the future.  I've not read any of this author's books before 

but will definitely keep an eye open for any future novels. 

 

Chris Bertenshaw 

Tense and intriguing political thriller that sees the life one woman 

left behind coming back to haunt her following her appointment to 

UK government.  

I found this political thriller to be a superbly tense and intrigue tale about the 

truth behind a murder in Dublin, 1991, and the subsequent effect it had on Anne-

Marie Gallagher which culminates in her appointment as the UK Minister of 

State for Security and Immigration. It's paced perfectly, switching back and 

forth between past and present to tease out what happened to Anne-Marie when 

she was known as Maire Anne McCartney, whose brother is becoming a more 

prominent member of the IRA, and what happened to her lover, David, before 

he disappeared in 1994. 

Anne-Marie/Maire is a likeable protagonist, trying to escape her past but 

knowing that she needs to face the truth about what happened, and having to 

make the choice about how far to go in her pursuit of justice. I read it in a couple 

of sittings, and would recommend it to anyone wanting an entertaining 

political thriller that leaves a lot of its questions unanswered until the end of the 

story. 



 

Edel Waugh 

This is a fictional account of The Troubles in Northern Ireland in the early 90's 

and based primarily around two members of one family. Marie and Martin 

McCartney are brother and sister, Marie is young and in love with a friend of 

her brothers and after making a promise to him her life would alter for good.  

The complicated and intense history of the troubles is described well as far as 

any fictional account can, adding a love story to the mix humanises this time in 

history while showing how many grey areas of this time there was. Marie's rise 

from young girl to womanhood and from Ireland to the UK was fascinating to 

watch, the intricate plot of what was going on around her was dazzlingly 

brilliant, friend or foe it became hard to know who to trust, the story 

keeps you guessing. Fantastic!  

 

Evelyn Love- Gajardo  

I really enjoyed this book. It has a great plot and an interesting main 

character. It's a fascinating premise, and very topical considering 

what's going on in UK politics at the moment. 

The novel moves at a good pace and kept me up reading into the night-I couldn't 

wait to see how it would end. One to keep you guessing till the end! 

 

Jaine Ellis  

The story is told over two very different periods in history, 1991-94 Ireland 

during the long standing troubles, and May 2017 after a General Election. As 

the story unfolds we gradually learn how these two periods have collided with, 

for some, devastating and deadly effect. The narrative follows a young, 

intelligent and, naïve 18-year-old, Maire Anne McCartney, and a successful 

woman, Anne-Marie Gallagher who has just been elected as an MP. Whilst 

Maire is trusting and naïve, Anne-Marie appears cool, measured and somewhat 

cold towards all those around her. From a murder in 1991 to a General Election 

and the discovery of a body in 2017, the story weaves its way to a surprising 

conclusion, with constant twists and turns to keep the reader completely 

engrossed. 

Berthon cleverly weaves an intriguing tale of loyalty, love and deception. I 

really enjoyed how he kept me wondering where the threads would lead. 

 



 

I remember the long standing troubles and struggle within Northern Ireland, 

and the hard won peace after so many deaths on both sides of the conflict. As a 

result, I was interested to read this story from the perspective of a young 

woman with so much to live for and how events can take over and change 

everything.   

I really enjoy reading a variety of genres and do, in particular, 

relish a great thriller - this smart and gritty novel does not 

disappoint. Berthon has created a brilliantly engaging novel. 

 

Catherine Jenkins  

A classic spooks thriller closer to home, this pacey novel repeatedly defies 

expectations in its lacerating gaze on how the wrongs of the past reverberate 

down today's corridors of power. From humble beginnings to the upper 

echelons of government, the feisty protagonist's rise taught me so much about 

Irish history and its intersections with the British state. Right and wrong 

blur into a moral grey as the watched outsmarts the watcher - I was 

gripped! 

 

 


