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Sarah Harper  

This gloriously bittersweet gem 

of a book will strike a chord with 

anyone who grew up in the 

1980’s.  

It captures the essence of 1984 

perfectly, from frilly ra-ra skirts to 

cheese and pineapple cocktail sticks in 

a tinfoiled half grapefruit. It follows 

the period in young Harper’s 

adolescence as she comes to terms 

with her parents’ separation and the 

arrival, and subsequent departure, of 

her mother’s new partner, Kit. The 

trials of being twelve years old, 

having your first boyfriend, starting 

your periods and becoming a vegan 

are all covered beautifully and with 

such sharp wit. Who knew that 

accidentally eating three packets of very meaty, Bacon Fries could in fact be 

cancelled out by eating the same number of salt and vinegar crisps immediately 

afterwards? The complexities of adult relationships, life and death are tackled 

from Harper’s viewpoint in an accurate, insightful and consequently totally 

believable fashion. The author brings to light the finer details of each character 

and their emotions in such a way that I felt an immediate bond with them. It 

was almost as if they were people I had met and known when I was younger 

which just goes to show how credible Harper’s perspective was. 

The story is both laugh-out-loud funny and touchingly sad. Neither a comedy 

nor a tragedy, it falls somewhere in between, an amalgamation of the two 

extremes more akin to real life than many similar books which I have read. The 

humour is sometimes slightly offbeat and dark. It could have been more 



mainstream if it had conformed to a more traditional style but then it wouldn’t 

have been its true, quirky self. This is a gloriously bittersweet gem of a book. 

 

Phylippa Smithson  

Oh, this one is good, so very good.  Heart-breaking, humorous and 

thought provoking.  Thank you Julia Foster for a brilliant debut 

novel.  

Hard to believe Harper is just 12 years old.  Her story is revealed through her 

own eyes and this is one very mature, not yet quite a teenager.   In many ways, 

her maturity exaggerates the immaturity of her parents and other adults in her 

life.  

Take her Mum and dad for example, as they continue to spar over ownership of 

their daughter as a result of their divorce.  Or Mrs Pope, mother of Harper’s 

best friend, Cassie.  Mrs Pope and Cassie live a life of privilege where the family 

unit appears to be strong and with the spoils of financial security.  Yet, despite 

such advantages, Mrs Pope takes ‘6 months’ for Harper to pass ‘her quality 

control’ having been born on the ‘wrong side’ of the Midlands village that they 

both reside. 

‘What a Way to Go’ should be read by any parent who is considering removing 

themselves from their marital commitments when a child, as a result, will lose 

the comfort and security of a Mum and Dad being a constant in their life.  

Imagine, as an adult, constantly backing and unpacking your possessions as 

you get passed between the two people who have brought you into their lives.  Is 

separation worth it? 

 

Alexandra Harper-Williams  

A life-affirming, funny, thought-provoking and really moving book, 

not just an entertaining account from the 80s. Fantastic debut novel 

by a very promising author!  

‘What A Way To Go’ is a beautifully written debut novel that captivated me from 

the very first paragraph. 

This gentle and witty novel provides a heart-warming insight into the life of 12-

year-old Harper who is dealing with all the usual difficulties of growing up as 

well as the day to day life with divorced parents in the late 80s. She lives with 

her mother who works hard to provide for them and gets to see her Dad every 



other weekend. 

Julia Forster not only depicts a wonderful tale of maybe not so traditionally 

perfect family life and growing up in the 80s, she also manages to make her 

characters come alive with all their flaws and problems and gives the reader a 

general feeling of hope for the future. 

The characters really come to life and it is delightful how successfully the author 

has managed to write from the perspective of a very likeable 12-year-old girl, 

covering everything that is important at that age, from pop music, to hairstyles, 

to boyfriends, to more serious issues.  

I really enjoyed this book and look forward to reading more by Julia Forster in 

the future. 

 

Katie Hoare 

‘What a Way to Go’ is a warm, tender and amusing story told by the 

protagonist, Harper Richardson, who is twelve, and of divorced parents. She 

lives with her mother who is working full time and studying part time, and 

Harper occasionally goes with her father. 

Harper is also trying to find her own identity, and explore the changes in her 

own body as she starts her puberty, and is able to describe these issues with her 

mother. She is quite mature in her outlook and shows other issues that have 

impacted on her life, such as her mother trying to buy the house, and the trails 

of getting a mortgage when you are single mother. And how her male friends 

come to her aid. 

This intertwines with Harper’s two pet gerbils and her the transition from 

moving up from primary school to a private high school, and looking forward 

to going with her friends. 

The reader feels like they are transported into Harper’s world and back to what 

it was like in 1988. Julia Forster has created a lovely protagonist who 

is endearing, warm, intelligent, and funny, whilst showing what is 

like for a girl to be growing up in the late 1980s. 

  

Hannah Smith  

I cannot get over how brilliant this book was; an incredibly 

impressive debut novel.  I felt every emotion whilst reading this book 

- from sadness to hope to happiness - and never wanted it to end.  



At all times this book was nothing but consistent in that it was beautifully 

written from beginning to end and I completely fell in love with it. All I hope is 

that my review can do it the justice that it deserves.  

Told entirely from the perspective of Harper, it didn’t take me long to connect 

with her and the story she had to tell. She’s an extremely admirable character 

who, often acting far older than her years, dealt with an array of issues in such 

a way that even some people much older than her would struggle to cope with. 

Let’s just say that even at my age I could and did learn a lot from Harper.  

From the minute I picked this book up I was hooked. I did not want to put it 

down and wanted to spend every spare moment I had reading it and say that 

this was a very impressive debut novel. I absolutely adored Julia’s writing style 

which completely transported me into Harper’s world. ‘What A Way To Go’ 

offers an insight into what it’s like for a young person to grow up when things 

around them are less than perfect. At the same time it demonstrates how it is 

possible to survive the worst of times and how it’s always best to look on the 

bright side of life.  

Having loved ‘What A Way To Go’ so very much, I really hope that this is not the 

first and last book I will be lucky enough to read by Julia Forster. I loved it and 

feel sure that many others will too. 

You can follow Hannah on Twitter: @hansbookreviews 

 

Sarah Web  

One for teens of the ‘80s.  

Harper is the narrator of this story.  She’s twelve and it’s 1988.  Her parents 

have split up and she trying to get them back together as well as cope with the 

fall out of their split - oh, and with growing up.  There’s a lot of stuff that 

Harper has to cope with along the way (details here would only spoil the story), 

and we see her grow over the course of the book. 

As someone who was a teenager during the ‘80s, I found it very evocative of 

that time, partly through music but mostly through all sorts of other cultural 

references.  Harper tells the story in quite a light hearted way, but 

some of the threads and scenes are very poignant.  An enjoyable 

read. 

 

 



Nicola Laverty 

This was a great read. Events are seen through the eyes of pre-teen Harper and 

with just the right amount of humour, sadness and intrigue as we (and she) 

gradually discover the story of her family, together with her becoming an adult. 

Her Puberty Bible being invaluable to her, along with her Collins Dictionary as 

she seeks to work out what's going on. 

I found the many cultural references to be beautifully evocative of 

the late 1980s, particularly the music, which put me right back 

there.  

There were some very well drawn episodes too, such as the day trip to Calais in 

a hired 2CV. 

I thoroughly enjoyed this book and look forward to reading more from this 

author. 

 

Edel Waugh 

The main character of the story is Harper, she is 12 years old and her parents 

are divorced much to Harper's dislike. The story is set in the 1980's in England. 

Harper is torn between her two parents Mary and Pete, trying to be everything 

to everyone when she should just be worrying about herself. Harper loves to 

read and thinks of herself as a bit of a misfit but as the story is narrated through 

her eyes we see she is much more than that and she does not give herself enough 

credit as she is a thoughtful and a very kind child. The story is bittersweet 

and thought provoking with a feel good centre plus plenty of quirky 

characters who are very likeable. I recommend this for anyone who likes 

an unconventional main character who is not afraid to follow her own path.  

http://edelwaugh.blogspot.ie/2015/12/what-way-to-go-by-julia-forster-

review.html?m=1 

 

Jan Kirkcaldy 

My first thought on starting ‘What a Way To Go’ was why on earth were there 

Lone Ranger parties in the 80s? With vague recollections of an old TV Western 

series I was confused. It took 12 year old Harper, the teller of this tale, to put me 

right and I won’t insult the intelligence of others by revealing it here.  This story 

is quite compelling with a child’s view of divorced (and separated) parents who 

share their children, how they feel about it and what they may hope for in these 



situations. At least her parents seemed amicable and whilst living with her 

mother (and various boyfriends) she enjoyed regular weekends with her father. 

 It’s a fantastic insight into how such events affect everyday life for 

youngsters often left confused and bewildered by their new 

unchosen circumstances.  Harper, our narrator, is clever and mature 

enough to mostly handle things well when confronted with difficult issues that 

may have passed her by in a two parent household.  Ultimately you feel she is 

the adult and the single parents are the ones who need a kick up the backside 

and told to get on with life.  Despite what’s going on throughout it is not all 

sadness and gloom, much of it is very funny and probably quite realistic.  I 

certainly felt the characters were believable and the events of the time, though I 

cannot recall such things as CND marches in the 80s. 

Overall its appeal is its convincing child’s version of something that is very 

relevant today and it made me wonder if parents, whether happily together or 

not, would benefit from reading this or similar books. It gave me food for 

thought whilst being both interesting and very enjoyable.   Well 

worth reading. 

 

Sharon Butler  

This was one of those "bubblegum" books that took no real effort, yet 

was a complete joy to read.  Highly recommended, especially for 

those that grew up in the 1980's!  

I read many different genres of books but found myself picking up this one at 

every available opportunity to read a bit more. 

Being the age I am (in my 40's), I found myself laughing out loud in places and 

reminiscing about what the author had written about things, people and events 

back in the 80's that I could totally relate to. 

The story is written through the eyes of the main character - 12 year old Harper 

who is in the unfortunate situation of having to divide her life between her 

divorced parents and their relevant new partners. 

The characters are well developed, amusing and at times you could be forgiven 

for thinking that you knew someone in any of the situations written about. 

Highly recommended. 

 

Dawn Lynch 



What a refreshing read!  I loved this book, enjoyed the funny novel of Harper 

growing up in 80s Britain. 

While trying to get her parents back together. I really related to her. A great 

debut novel. 

 

Josie Barton  

This is an imaginative and quirky coming of age story which looks 

at the power of love, the value of friends and family and the strength 

and courage of a wise and witty twelve year old girl.  

Twelve year old Harper Richardson’s life is split between her two estranged 

parents. Mostly, she lives with her mum, Mary and gets to visit her dad, Pete, 

only at weekends. This arrangement seems to suit everyone but Harper, who, 

whilst she appears to be a remarkably astute twelve year old, has all the 

vulnerabilities of a child whose life is at odds with itself. 

Set in 1988 and focusing on living life amongst social leftovers, Harper finds 

that growing up is a difficult business especially when money is tight and when 

even the prospect of buying two pet gerbils seems to be beyond her financial 

capabilities. However, Harper is not without resolve and with great gusto she 

sets about putting her life, and the lives of those around her, to rights. 

There is much to enjoy within the story; Harper is a feisty protagonist, full of 

lively wit and perceived wisdom, and she romps through life making crisp 

observations about what’s going on around her, from her first teenage crush, to 

her mother’s friendship with Kit an unlikely champion who sleeps on a zed bed 

in her mother’s bedroom, or even to attending events at the Lone Rangers 

singles club with her careworn father. 

This is a really imaginative and nicely written coming of age story, which will 

have you laughing out loud one minute, especially when you get to Harper's 

unorthodox method of defrosting prawns, and then sobbing into your 

handkerchief the next, when she explores the concept of grief. I fell completely in 

love with Harper‘s character and so wanted life to treat her kindly, whether it 

does, or not, is for you to discover on reading this lovely, lovely story for 

yourself. 

http://jaffareadstoo.blogspot.co.uk/ 

 

 



 

Gill Dally-Fitzsimons  

A nostalgic reminder of the 1980s.  A must read for anyone growing 

up in this decade.  

The story of Harper, a twelve year old, finding her way and voice in the world.  

I loved the references to the 1980s, who didn't smell the Body Shop's White Musk 

during this decade! Harper's parents have divorced, which wasn't so common 

back then.  A timely reminder of how single parents were viewed at this time.  

Harper is insightful, opinionated with a dark with. A typical "almost" teenage of 

the era.  Her mum's list of unsuitable boyfriends, her weekends at her dad's 

where he attends single parent events.  Her mum's new partner, suddenly being 

diagnosed with cancer, her family secrets which during the book are revealed in 

this bittersweet tale of a girl growing up in the late 1980s.  An enjoyable read 

for anyone who was, like me, growing up in this era. 

 

Angie Rhodes 

Being a teenager in the eighties I could relate to this, very funny book. 

Blackbrake 1988 and Harper is twelve and has been named after the author of 

‘To Kill A Mocking Bird’, she is bright, funny, loves her Gerbils, Bangers and 

Mash and her parents are divorced.   Mum got Harper, the Mini and 500 tins of 

Baked Beans, while her dad got a cottage in the Midlands, and Harper got 

Cindy Lauper's dress sense, and her beloved Chambers Dictionary. 

Spending time between parents, is what Harper does best, ooh that and being 

the brains behind Harper's Bazaar selling everything from sweets to cig stubs. 

This is a book for everyone with a zest for life, from age twelve to a 

hundred, I laughed out loud, cried, and did not want it to end. What a 

great TV show this would make, and oh please, I need a sequel!  

 

Lesley Hart  

Julia Forster writes in the dispassionate style, typical of a near-teen 

discussing events surrounding 'their World'. I enjoyed reading 

Harper's reactions to the events that are dealt to her family!  

Harper's growing awareness of the human frailties of the adults in her life is 

dealt with in this warm story of family life in the 1980's.  



 

Harper is a 12 year old girl, whose emotional development is on the cusp of 

early adulthood and the book deals with first kisses, emotional breakdowns, 

death and gerbils with touching awareness of the characters feelings and great 

humour. 

Her relationship with Kit is most touching, and his warm humour, despite all he 

is dealing with, helps to cement their relationship of mutual liking and respect.  

I would definitely recommend this book and thoroughly enjoyed my romp back 

to the 1980's! 

 

Melanie Chadwick  

I grew up in the 1980s, so I liked all the eighties references, and the 

gooseberry jam and old ladies at sales of work also resonated.  

Harper’s parents are divorced.  Her mum is obsessed with owning her own 

home and is determined to get a mortgage despite being incapable of saving 

any money, and so would undoubtedly default.  To achieve this she goes to 

highly unlikely lengths, even to the point of sham marriage.  Her dad is no 

better, as he’s a depressed man who seems to have largely given up on life.  In 

the centre of all this is Harper who is trying to bring herself up – navigating 

first periods, lost pets, boyfriends, Nuclear war and the pop charts. The 

situation is rescued by a terminally ill cancer patient, a gay interior designer 

and a teenage wannabe hairdresser.  I grew up in the 1980s, so I liked all the 

eighties references, and the gooseberry jam and old ladies at sales of work also 

resonated. I was disappointed that the book that was billed as laugh-out-loud 

funny wasn’t funny at all, and rather depressing. 

 

 

 

     

  


