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The knock on the door bringing bad news. The tragic death of a child - it is every parent’s 

worst fear. This is the story of a mother before and after such a tragedy, how her life will 

never be the same again. 

“Whatever we love can be taken away at any time but the loss stays with us forever.” 

It’s an uncomfortable, almost unbearable theme. Doughty handles the subject in a gripping 

and tender way. She moves backwards and forwards in time, making the experience less 

grim for the reader. We appreciated the breaks from the tragedy...otherwise the pain would 

have been relentless. We needed relief from the immediate horror. 

The plot revolves around the death of nine-year-old Betty, who is hit by a car while walking 

back from school for the first time. Dramatically the book starts with the news being 

delivered to Laura's doorstep by two police officers. Within the first 10 pages, Laura is 

identifying her daughter's body. 

 "Her face is composed," she notes, her reflexes slowed by shocked incomprehension, "the 

only mark on it a long graze on the forehead, which has been cleaned of grit and dirt." 

It is an extraordinary opening, written with taut understatement, but visceral power: we 

empathised with it immediately, despite knowing little about either Laura or her 

relationship with her daughter. As the story progresses it becomes even more compelling. 

Whatever You Love is cleverly constructed. Doughty weaves back and forth from present to 

past, detailing the build-up to Betty's death and the aftermath. Laura's whirlwind romance 

with David, the man who will later become her husband, is written about in feverish, 

obsessive terms. They take dangerous risks. They first make love together in the park,  

“I was shivering with cold and the fear of discovery by passing youths or dog walkers... the 

whole encounter was clumsy and only partially satisfying and drove me lunatic with desire 

when I thought about it afterwards.”  

David often pushes Laura to the limit. Laura is madly in love – so much so that if David had 

succeeded in pushing them both over a cliff’s edge: her last thought would have been that it 

was worth it!  

Her reaction is extreme but not beyond the realms of possibility. Being in love is a form of 

madness, especially in the heady early stages. Most of us understood her passion, but one 



or two of us “we are more sensible”, found her over the top, too reckless. Laura later 

realises that David would have been better as just a lover than a husband, but at this point 

she is desperate to marry him, and they marry after only knowing each other for three 

months. Laura is even warned by David’s family that he is not good husband material. But 

she still goes ahead. 

As one of us remarked “ I’ve never known a woman in love who can be sensible.” 

Such intensity of passion is hard to sustain once children are on the scene. Laura and David’s 

passion is transferred to their daughter – they are typical proud parents for a while. But the 

marriage eventually ends in acrimony. While Betty is quite young and her brother Rees just 

a baby, David has an affair and leaves to set up home nearby with his new lover Chloe. We 

discussed how often men behave like this. David, we agreed, has never grown up and looks 

for attention elsewhere when he is no longer the focus of Laura’s attention. Our discussions 

had some quite heated moments, some believed Chloe should have been more responsible 

than to have an affair with a married man with a small child. Others felt that if she had fallen 

in love, it was quite right for her to go for it!  

Laura, understandably seething with resentment, is left alone looking after two young 

children in an unnamed and fading English seaside town (I imagined it to be Margate). 

Against this grim backdrop, Laura begins to receive anonymous phone calls and letters. Are 

they from Chloe? This subplot is very effective in building tension. 

David's infidelity and Betty's death are the two axes on which the plot turns. In Laura's 

mind, they are both instances of having the people she most loves snatched away by 

malevolent outside forces. Her fractured mind becomes consumed by thoughts of 

vengeance – against the man driving the car that killed her daughter and the mistress who 

stole her husband. 

Doughty convincingly tracks Laura's descent into the darkest recesses of her grief, eliciting 

our sympathy even when Laura's actions become morally dubious and the result of mental 

instability. Laura is not a woman we automatically warm to. And written in the first person 

narrative, we only get her point of view - the emotional power of Doughty's prose helps us 

share Laura's journey from loss to retribution – with one or two exceptions :.  

“ I really hated this woman - I wanted to push her off a cliff! “ 

“I stopped reading at page 52. The relationship between David and Laura was so irritating - 

so unbelievable.” 

Such views were in the minority. Most of us  liked and admired the brave, unflinching 

honesty - Doughty is not afraid to address feelings and indeed actions that might appear 

shocking, and she conveys them convincingly. We especially liked the little clues mid-

sentence that raised our fears or suspicions and kept us reading.  



The contrast of the awful main event with the routines of Laura's everyday life is very 

realistic, and serves to highlight both the horror and the mundanity. One of our favourite 

moments is her frenzied attempt to chip away at the freezer with a knife. Her emotional life 

is in tatters but she still has to cope with domestic problems. All she wants is to be left alone 

so that she can think about Betty, but her house is full of people. She wants them gone and 

Betty back. 

The language is terrific – very controlled and precise. Most of all, Doughty forces us to 

confront the darkness beneath the surface. There is a very shocking scene that had to be 

discussed at length. Laura seems to take her revenge on the man who killed her daughter by 

using her sexual power over him.Was this a kind of female rape? Laura says her motivation 

was also taking revenge on David – doing something which he would find repulsive and 

which would be her secret for ever. She is having her own back for his infidelity.  

This scene seemed to most unnecessary. I found it distracting and somewhat bizarre, at 

odds with the way I had been feeling. My empathy for Laura nearly drained away at this 

point. As it did with most of us. But Laura has been tipped over the edge, pushed to her very 

limits and unless we have experienced such extreme grief, it is hard for us to understand 

how we might behave. One of us who had sadly experienced extreme grief, said she totally 

understood this scene. She had found herself behaving in a very bizarre way whilst in the 

shock of her grief. How can we know what we would do? We imagined that we would be 

willing to take extreme action, that we would be so full of rage that we would even commit 

murder. But to sleep with the man who killed our child?  This part of the story was definitely 

the most unsettling. It is a very unusual kind of revenge. 

Betty’s death is accidental. Instead of being a teenager joyriding , Mr Armetaj, the man who 

knocks Betty over is speeding, rushing his nephew to hospital. We discover that he is an 

immigrant worker with a very tragic past. The historic chain of events leading up to Betty’s 

death have been extremely violent and horrific. Mr Armetaj is not a bad man, Laura comes 

to recognise this.  

Relations between the town and the immigrant workers are strained. This aspect of the 

story is not fully developed and to some seemed gratutitous. Doughty has Romany ancestry 

and tends to highlight minotity groups in her stories. Here they seem to get a token 

mention, they are not the main characters. But it is a sympathetic portrait we receive, 

especially of the women  who look after Laura, when she has behaved in an abominable way 

– having threatened the nephew. The women recognise she is crazy with grief and take her 

under their wing. They don’t despise her, instead they offer her temporary refuge, until she 

has recovered her senses. 

Even before the tragedy, Laura has pyschological problems, which are well described. Her 

father died when she was a baby.  Having had to care for her very sick mother as a teenager, 

she has had little joy or fun in her life, no real family or friends and is very insecure when 



she meets David. Her mother wants to see her settled before she dies and David seems the 

answer to her prayers. David’s family welcome her with open arms – all seems well. She is 

still reeling from the break up of her marriage when tragedy strikes. No wonder she is 

unhinged some of the time. 

The minor characters are very well portrayed too - especially as we only see them though 

Laura’s eyes. We acknowledged how difficult it can be to be friends with the parents of our 

children’s friends. We are forced into a kind of intimacy that we may not want.  Sally, the 

mother of Betty’s best friend Willow, means well but is a very different kind of woman to 

Laura. It is a strain for Laura to be around any other mothers. 

“The other mothers are the worst. They all think they know what I’m going through, just 

because they have all imagined it, just because they love their own kids.” 

Laura seems to get on well with her colleagues - especially with her very understanding 

boss. Work can be a great help, a distraction. We have all experienced this at different times 

in our lives. Maybe Laura would have coped better if she had returned to work earlier. She 

seemed to have a very long period of compassionate leave. 

The police liaison officer Toni, who supports her, is the only person Laura wants to see just 

after Betty’s death. There is a bond between them. Toni had had to bring her the bad news, 

and though Laura feels she is being watched by everyone else, she doesn’t feel that about 

Toni.  

“ Even though Toni is looking at me, I don’t mind her looking. Her looking doesn’t feel like 

watching. She is being paid to be with me. She has a good excuse.”  

(Interestingly, it seems Germany has no such official or police service to look after the 

victims of crime or tragedy and help them through the post-traumatic stress).  

Laura and David  are both very distressed –as is Chloe. The unravelling of Chloe’s story is 

disturbing too. We learn she has been consumed with jealousy. Then she disappears. Has 

she committed suicide? She seems even more damaged than Laura. Chloe’s mother is a 

malign presence lurking in the background, eventually we discover she has been sending 

Laura the poison pen letters. 

“ The mother in law from hell! “ we commented.  

As to the ending, how did we feel about Laura and David’s possible future together? David is 

now broken and Laura steps in to look after him and take on the child he has had with Chloe 

as her own. They still have Rees as a common bond.  But their love now is built on pain. 

“ I feel as though I’m being punished “ he says, without looking up. “ For what I did to you 

and the children. That’s what it feels like.” This is not the first time he has said this. I go to 



him. I put an arm around his shoulder and pull him close. He turns into me. I bend and kiss 

the top of his head. “You’re not” I say. 

We all felt that the novel should have finished at this point - with the hope that Laura and 

David may be able to repair their relationship.  

The epilogue about Betty seemed superfluous. It served only as a reminder that if Betty had 

taken the long route rather than the short one, she would probably have survived. We 

cannot watch our children all of the time. We have to let go and hope for the best. A 

salutory thought. One or two chose not to read Whatever You Love - finding the topic too 

unsettling. Those of us who read it, found it compelling and very insightful, if not a 

comfortable read. 

Highly recommended 

Whatever You Love is very well written, tackling a very emotional topic with sensitivity. A 

real page turner. Full of tension and suspense. 


