READING GROUP NOTES
The Girl on the Page
John Purcell

Two women, two great betrayals, one path to redemption.
A punchy, powerful & page-turning novel about the redemptive power of books.
'Fizzy, ferocious, and ice-pick sharp, packed with wit and heart -- think The Devil Wears Prada by way of
Bret Easton Ellis. Gulp it down. Or savor it slowly. Just read it’ – A.J. Finn
‘Hilarious and heartbreaking. I know people are going to enjoy this book as much as I did’ –
Christian White
‘So genuine, rich with insider info. Super read’ – Candice Fox
‘A slick, sharp novel about books and relationships, drenched in delicious insider detail from the book
industry. Impossible not to enjoy.’ Matt Haig
‘Fast-paced, clever, funny, seriously thought and talk-provoking’ – Dervla McTiernan
'A rollicking, sexy read about great fiction.' – Michael Robotham
‘A gripping, dark comedy of a novel which eviscerates the cynicism of contemporary publishing while
uttering a cri de coeur for what is happening to writers and readers this century. ’ – Blanche d’Alpuget
'It’s like getting on a fast-moving train, or maybe a rocket, filled with people who love books as much as you
do. You cannot and don’t want to get off, but must follow every dynamic, insatiable, brilliant
character right to the stunning end’ – Caroline Overington
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Publisher Catherine Milne introduces
The Girl on the Page
From ultimate industry insider, John Purcell, comes that
rare thing, a literary page-turner, a witty, razor-sharp novel
about books, writing and reading, that cuts to the core of
what it means to balance ambition and integrity, and what
great literature means to us.
Set in in the world of publishing in contemporary London,
The Girl on the Page is a powerful, smart and provocative
novel, full of wicked publishing insider references, with
characters you’ll come to love, and with an ending that
genuinely shocked and deeply moved me. But the real joy of
this novel isn’t just that it’s a compulsively readable pageturner (which it is), but that at heart it’s also a deeply
serious, thoughtful novel, which asks searching questions
about integrity, commerce and literature. John Purcell has
written a novel that is all about the redemptive power of
great literature – and the disastrous consequences when
we seek to compromise that greatness.
Amy Winston is a hard-drinking, bed-hopping, hot-shot
young editor on a downward spiral. Having made her name
and fortune by turning an average thriller writer into a Lee
Child-like brand superstar, Amy is given the unenviable
task of steering literary great Helen Owen back to
publication. When Amy knocks on the door of their
beautiful townhouse in north west London, Helen and her
husband, the novelist Malcolm Taylor, are conducting a
silent war of attrition. The townhouse was paid for with the
enormous seven figure advance Helen was given for the
novel she wrote to end fifty years of making ends meets on
the stale crusts of critical acclaim alone. The novel Malcolm
thinks unworthy of her. The novel Helen has yet to deliver.
The novel Amy has come to collect. Amy has an ultimatum
for Helen – sell out or face ruin.

'A muscular, juicy
& provocative
novel, with an
ending that
genuinely shocked
and deeply moved
me.'
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John Purcell on writing The Girl on the Page
I spent the greater part of my 20s and 30s sitting behind the
counter in a second-hand bookstore. Second-hand bookshops
are not viable businesses. But somehow, they always seem to
limp on. Mine teetered on the edge of oblivion for the full ten
years of its existence. The end came when building owners tore
the building down. I had no option but to get out of their way. By
then I had had enough of living hand to mouth, so decided to
become a full-time writer. This reasoning still makes me laugh.
Those ten years sitting in my bookshop were my education. I
learnt more than I can say. My teachers were the nuts who
visited regularly. Every sort of misfit, creep, loser and cracked
genius would venture in. The world’s outcasts desperate for the
lifegiving air of a musty second-hand bookshop. But it was
their recommendations I heeded. The old man with a
permanent drip hanging from the end of his nose who spoke of
Jung and chemistry and forced me to take home all of the works
of John Cowper Powys. The angry woman who made me read
The Egoist by George Meredith.
The whitehaired woman who spoke little and read much who
placed a copy of Dreiser’s An American Tragedy on my desk and
made me promise to read it without asking what it was about.
The best advice. And the woman who overheard my
conversations with other customers and brought Of Human
Bondage to the counter saying it was the only great book she
had ever read and wanted to know if I thought it was great, too. It
was.
And then there were the shelves themselves. The hours in a
second-hand bookshop are twice as long as the hours outside
the shop and I would peruse my own shelves and listen to the
books chatter as I passed. As I read more and spoke more with
my oddbod teachers, the shelves grew more talkative.
I heard Willa Cather and Edith Wharton arguing, the incessant
chatter of Christina Stead’s House of All Nations and the urgent
whispers of Gautier’s Mademoiselle de Maupin.
My new novel, The Girl on the Page, is born from these
experiences. This is where the hearts of the two of main
characters, literary giants, Helen Owen and Malcolm Taylor
were forged. Their knowledge and wisdom, too. And their
integrity. Without my second-hand bookstore education, I
could not have created them. I love them and all they stand for
more than I can say.

'Those ten
years sitting in
my bookshop
were my
education.
I learnt more
than I can say.'
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Reading Group Questions
1. Amy is a quite extreme character – why do you think John Purcell has written her this way?
2. Do you love Amy or hate her as a character? Does your opinion of Amy change over the course of
the novel? If so, why?
3. Daniel’s account of his childhood is very different to the account that Helen and Malcolm tell of
his boyhood. Who do you think is right? Discuss.
4. We are encased in stories – those told to us and those we tell ourselves’ – what are some of the
stories that the characters tell themselves, and then use to define themselves?
5. What do you think of Helen and Malcolm’s marriage? What were its strengths and weaknesses?
Do you have a greater fondness for either Helen or Malcolm? if so, why?
6. If you could read either A Hundred Ways or All Too Human, which would you choose and why?
7. What is the importance of fiction to you and in your life?

