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Linda Hill  

‘How To Be A Good Wife’ is an 

outstanding and spellbinding 

debut novel.  

Frequently, excessive superlatives are 

used to describe new authors and their 

first novels but Emma Chapman's 'How 

To Be A Good Wife' not only deserves 

them all, it exceeds them. 

The limited palate of characters gives 

the writing an almost claustrophobic 

feel perfect for the theme and plot. The 

extent (or otherwise) and causes of 

Marta's mental instability are gradually 

and skilfully revealed so that the reader 

feels almost absorbed into her 

character, seeing the things that Marta 

sees and feeling her emotions, 

insecurities and fears with her. 

Chapman's cinematic eye for detail 

from the colours of a lake to her 

husband's body as he undresses for bed, give real life and vibrancy to the 

fabulous writing. 

There are huge themes in such a concise and well written novel from the nature 

of love and family relationships, to how we see ourselves in the world and our 

self-identity.  

It would be easy to give away the full extent of the plot and in a sense it isn't 

surprising, but I'd defy any reader not totally absorbed by this novel 

and desperate to read on. 'How To Be A Good Wife' is stunning. 

 



 

Maureen Gourlay  

Who is the little girl Marta “sees” - why does she see her, what is real 

and what isn't? Who is telling the truth? An intriguing little book 

that keeps you wondering.  

This is the story of Marta, a wife and mother who either has a vivid imagination 

or has some buried trauma in her life. As we learn more of her difficult life with 

her husband and over-bearing mother-in-law we begin to understand her 

"visions", but is what she believes happened the truth or not? Who do we 

believe? The book is set in a Scandinavian country but I felt it didn't have that 

bleakness that we have come to associate with Nordic chillers - it seemed quite 

"English" at times.  However despite this, it was quite a compelling and 

intriguing read. 

 

Barbara Goldie  

A chilling, disturbing, compelling read.  

I read this book in one sitting, it was quite a slow start but once the pace gathers 

it is so compelling I could not put it down.  I needed to know what happened but 

the novel left a number of unanswered questions so the reader needs to draw 

their own conclusions; it is very clever, makes you think.   

Emma Chapmen creates great tension in this book; it is hard to think that this is 

a debut novel.  Marta lonely and fragile lives with her controlling husband 

Hector who is 20 years older.  Their son has left home and is about to be 

married. 

When she stops taking her medication the book begins to get quite dark, who is 

telling the truth, secrets emerge and it becomes a fast, uncomfortable read, quite 

sad but nevertheless a compelling page turner.  It is multi layered, full of 

twists and intrigue, very thought provoking.  Is Marta remembering or 

is she going crazy?  A great read, I look forward to more from this author. 

 

Phylippa Smithson  

I love a book that brings out my absolute caring and hope for a 

character.  Emma Chapman achieves this in oh such an engaging 

fashion.  

At the heart of the story is the unravelling of the lead character, Marta. 



However, is this a result of insanity or because her recent hallucinations are 

actually due to her memory throwing out images of a former life that had been 

hidden from her? 

Written in the first person, Marta’s plight becomes that of the reader.  She is 

portrayed as a vulnerable individual leading a very average life.  Her 

conformity and discipline is heavily influenced by those around her, most 

notably her husband and her mother-in-law.  

Her son, a man who has moved away from home and onto his adult life, even 

finding someone to spend the rest of his life with, is usually an absolute source of 

pleasure to Marta.  However, in him flying the nest, the vividness of her images 

becomes ever stronger.  This leads her to present herself as the mum reluctant to 

accept his new life.  Is this because she is jealous and unwilling to see him move 

on or is there something linked to her growing desperation to understand the 

images? 

Is it possible that someone so ordinary could be living a life that has been made 

possible by something hidden in her very long distant past? 

I miss Marta already having turned the final pages and not sure I am happy 

that the answer is what I had hoped Chapman would present.  When you read 

the book, I am sure you will understand why I feel that way. 

 

Nikki Whitmore - http://whitterswitters.wordpress.com  @njwhitters 

A novel that is as stark as its Scandinavian setting.  

‘How To Be a Good Wife’ is the story of Marta and her husband Hector. With 

their son now grown up and living in the city, Marta appears to be suffering 

from empty nest syndrome. She leads a sheltered life, never going far from 

home and she comes across as a desperate woman – desperately lonely and 

desperate to be a good wife. Marta doesn’t remember her life before Hector, 

only that the story they tell about how they met is a lie. As the novel continues, 

Marta’s starts to believe her memory is returning but are the things she recalls 

real or just hallucinations?  

Part ghost story, part mystery, this is one of those books you just race through 

because you have to find out who is telling the truth and what really happened. 

Chapman really got inside her character and it leaves you feeling as frustrated 

and unsettled as Marta is. A disquieting read that lingered with me long 

after I’d finished the last page. 

 



Emma Barton  

This is a gripping novel about a damaged woman trying to come to 

terms with her past.  

This novel is very successful in creating an oppressive and claustrophobic 

atmosphere. The story follows Marta as she tries to piece fragments of her past 

together. I was taken through a range of emotions as her life unfolds 

and was utterly hooked throughout.  

Marta seems to be a lonely housewife suffering from empty nest syndrome after 

her only child has left home to work in the city. An undisclosed mental health 

issue is also present amplified by the fact that Marta has decided to stop taking 

her medication. As the hallucinations increase we are taken to the point of 

understanding that Marta has been through a traumatic experience in her 

adolescence that her husband may have been involved with.  

At the same time we learn that Marta's husband, Hector has been suspended 

from his teaching job due to an accusation of an inappropriate relationship with 

a pupil. He denies any wrongdoing but we are left questioning his character as 

a result of this and other details given about his treatment of Marta. 

I found the book to be gripping despite the slow pace that the story unfolds. I felt 

a little disappointed at the end and felt a lot was left unexplained. Maybe that 

added to the charm of the novel though? 

 

Clair Chaytors  

A chilling book and a perfect setting…  

This is a gripping and intense book which you will simply have to finish in one 

day just to find out what happens! Marta is suffering from empty-nest 

syndrome when we first meet her. Her only child has left to make his way in the 

City and Marta is left with only her domineering husband Hector. Her days all 

mould into one and with no career or any apparent friends, Marta finds herself 

struggling to make it through each day. However, it soon becomes apparent 

that her feelings of loss aren’t the only problems she’s contending with but 

rather her disturbing recurring dreams and visions. Emma takes us on a 

thrilling journey whereby we as the reader begin to suspect everyone around 

Marta becoming almost as confused as she does in the process. 

I loved the way Emma has portrayed Marta because I had a love-hate 

relationship with her throughout the story. At times I felt immense sorrow for 

her and her predicament, facing this new chapter of her life almost alone but 



there were times when her mere acceptance of her treatment made me want to 

shake some sense into her. My only one gripe about the book was with the 

ambiguous ending which left me feeling a little frustrated but sometimes its 

good brain food when an ending isn’t wrapped up and presented to you in full. 

A perfect first novel… 

 

Clare Turner 

This impressive first novel commences with Marta, who has hitherto always 

followed the guidelines laid down in the book her loathsome mother-in-law gave 

her ‘How to be a Good Wife’, having an illicit cigarette. She has stopped taking 

the pills which her husband, Hector, insists are vital and all sorts of memories 

are gradually returning.  Or are they simply delusions... 

Marta and Hector have been married for many years, and have one son, Kylan, 

who has left home. The house is run according to Hector’s rules; he has 

controlled and regulated their lives, even Marta’s memories. Marta’s one earlier 

attempt at rebellion, when Kylan went to high school and she felt herself 

purposeless, foundered when Kylan reported her unusual behaviour to Hector. 

But now she is far more cautious and gradually more memories return – and 

Hector too has secrets. Inevitable there is a crisis, when Kylan brings his fiancée 

home, and from then it all spirals downwards. 

There are so many questions – memories or illusions? Is Marta really Elise? Is 

Hector an abductor or merely a lecherous bully? And even at the end we don’t 

really have answers. 

I can’t say I liked this book – but I was gripped and impressed by it 

and find it has stayed with me. A must for lovers of Scandi crime, and 

indeed for anyone who likes to be both enthralled and repulsed! I await 

Emma Chapman’s next book with eagerness. 

 

Claire Hill - http://claireh18.booklikes.com 

An intense and chilling debut from author Emma Chapman; a 

fascinating and multi-media layered tale of suspense with darkly 

menacing undertones.  

 

Published by Picador on 10th April 2014. I'd like to thank the publisher, author 

and the Lovereading team for the advance reading copy I received. 



An intense and chilling debut from author Emma Chapman, a fascinating and 

multi-media layered tale of suspense with darkly menacing undertones. 

I found this a gripping and unsettling story, but main character Marta didn't 

grab and pull me in as characters in similar books have. 

An enjoyable read but somehow lacking that wow factor for me. 4/5 stars. 

 

Cathy Small  

A gripping story that, as it unfolds, leaves you wanting to 

understand more about the main character. I read the book in one 

sitting as I couldn't put it down.  

The book takes you from a nice warm setting of a wife wanting to achieve the 

high standards in care for her husband to a very different place by the final 

page. As the story unfolds, the gripping and chilling truth of her actual life 

starts to become apparent. Your heart goes out to this poor woman as she tries 

to unravel the truth whilst trying to bring her family along in understanding 

the truth with her. I won't spoil the story for you but I would definitely 

recommend reading this book. 

 

Bethan Davies  

This book has an excellent storyline which keeps you engrossed to 

the end. Very cleverly written.  

I didn’t know what to make of this book when I opened it, but I have to say once 

I got into the story I found it very compulsive reading. I didn’t expect the ending 

to be as it was, that came as a complete surprise to me. 

 

Sue Muir  

My first reaction to the title of this book was that it must be an amusing book 

full of irony rather than a comment on how to be a good wife. It was a surprise 

to be pulled into the narrative of a wife who sits in her empty and silent house 

where the only audible sound is the sound of her breathing. Set in Scandinavia 

the mood of the book has a serious and chilling tone as we try to piece together 

the life of this unhappy woman Marta. The book is cleverly written to draw the 

reader through trying to fathom the true story of Hector and his wife. Marta 

has stopped her medication so do we believe what Marta is trying to tell us or is 

it her imagination? We find out Hector’s secret and with Marta’s flashbacks the 



story is revealed. This is a disturbing book and we are hopeful for a 

conclusion. In my opinion the conclusion was a little disappointing. I 

also think that, in this modern day and age, if any woman receives a serious 

book on ‘How To Be A Good Wife’ from their mother -in -law it should go 

straight into the bin and I would hope that at least Kayta would have been 

sensible enough to do that.  

 

Nicola Foster - www.mygoodbookshelf.wordpress.com 

It’s probably best to go into this slow-burning novel not knowing too much 

about it. Part of its appeal is in that from the start it leaves you wondering just 

what is going on, as subtle clues are gradually fed to the reader. Even then, just 

when you think you comprehend what is happening, you aren’t actually sure… 

With its unreliable narrator, her foggy memories and some deeply buried 

secrets, ‘How To Be A Good Wife’ is a chilling, disquieting tale about a 

damaged marriage and the lies inherent in close relationships.  

Meet Marta: a woman filled with searing insecurities and doubt and 

experiencing some very disturbing flashbacks and hallucinations. Her 

controlling husband, Hector, dismisses them, blaming her for forgoing her 

medication, but does Marta have a genuine reason to be terrified?  

Though set in an unnamed Scandinavian country, I unfortunately didn’t get 

much of a sense of place from this novel. Aside from the cold weather, I feel that 

this book could have been set anywhere. I also ascertained in which direction 

the author was taking the plot approximately a quarter of the way in, so in that 

sense, the book didn’t offer any real surprises from that point on.  

That said, I appreciated the strong feelings of disorientation and claustrophobia 

evoked by this read-in-one-sitting story, as well as enjoying meeting Marta 

herself, a compelling narrator made all the more so by the fact that even the 

reader isn’t sure whether to believe in her or not. Her unbalanced behaviour 

brought about some awkward, car-crash interactions with her loved ones which 

made for excellent reading.   The author skilfully crafts her characters and their 

emotions. It is very easy to imagine this book and its believable dialogue 

playing out well on the big screen. 

By the end of this story, you too could be left wondering whether Marta is 

merely unbalanced- or feel thoroughly frustrated in how frightening it must be 

not to be believed; or possibly even both!  

I’d recommend this engaging debut novel to fans of Elizabeth 



Haynes or S.J. Watson. 

 

Stephanie Harding 

Marta is a middle aged wife and mother who seems, at first, a bit neurotic and 

highly strung. She has stopped taking her medication, although you aren’t given 

any idea what this was for, and now she is starting to hallucinate.  

Is she seeing things or is she starting to remember things that her husband 

would rather she forget? Is she going insane or are her family the unhinged 

ones? It’s hard to see what’s really happening until more than half way through 

the book when, as Marta’s head begins to clear after years of medication, things 

start to fall into place and details of exactly what her life has involved start to 

emerge. 

Both haunting and moving, a very good read.  

 

Margaret Quirke 

An extraordinary read, hard to put down, twists and turns, 

psychological thriller. Disturbing but fascinating. A genre I would 

not normally read but found this one a real page turner. Highly 

recommended. 

 

Linda McFall - http://lindyloumacbookreviews.blogspot.co.uk/ 

I cannot say this was a boring novel as it was far from that, in fact it 

is an extremely erudite début from an obviously talented young 

lady. However it was just not for me.  

I cannot say this was a boring novel as it was far from that, in fact it is an 

extremely erudite début from an obviously talented young lady. However it was 

just not for me, I found no pleasure in reading this novel and probably should 

not have done so, but I do like to keep my reading material eclectic!  When I was 

offered the opportunity to read this I had expectations of it being along the lines 

of Room which I really loved. So I was extremely disappointed to discover that 

to me, as I know I am in the minority, this was completely lacking in storyline 

and tension. The character of Marta, just annoyed me, maybe I missed the point 

and she was meant to and as for Hector, well I thought he was a horrid man! 

Let me give you a brief synopsis and you can decide for yourself if this thriller is 

for you. 



Marta is married to Hector, twenty years her senior and the man who 

apparently helped her through a traumatic time during her teens and then 

eventually took her as his wife. The relationship seems extremely cold and 

unloving to the reader with Hector controlling her every move. She is not 

allowed to venture beyond the limits of the village they reside in and has to take 

medication deemed necessary for her well being by her husband. It is her 

decision to stop this medication that leads to Marta, starting to recall little by 

little a past life. Or maybe this is all in her imagination after all? Deliberately 

vague in the telling the reader is ultimately left to make up their own mind. 

As I am very much in the minority with my thoughts on 'How To Be A Good 

Wife' I am not able to recommend it to you but hope that my review will help 

you make a considered choice. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

   


