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  HOLLY


  


  PROLOGUE


  1990


  This was going to be my Best. Day. Ever. Mummy had brought me to London and we were going to see a matinee performance of Miss Saigon at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane.
  I loved saying, The Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, and thought that every building or house should be described like this. So, I was in year four at Mattocks Park, but if anyone ever
  asked me which school I went to, Id reply, Mattocks Park, Alderman Road. I thought it made me sound like a movie star. And there was usually nothing movie star about my life,
  living as I did in a boring semi, in a boring cul-de-sac, with boring parents, in a boring market town. I lived in Tring. Tring didnt even sound like a proper place; it sounded like the
  noise the bell on my bicycle made. Sometimes I pronounced it with a mock French accent to make it sound more exotic. Tringue. Or sometimes Trinje. Some thought that was
  pretentious for an eight-year-old, but as Mummy said to the neighbours on more than one occasion, Shes not exactly a conventional child.


  I knew it wasnt very nice to describe your parents as boring, especially when your mum brought you on exciting trips like this one, but this really was the most interesting
  thing she had ever done in her life. And Im not exaggerating. She used to say I exaggerated all the time. Like the time I told her Id seen a masked gunman coming into school
  when actually it was Mr Roberts (the Welsh one, not the Scottish one) in his costume for the Dick Turpin assembly. Or the time I told her Mrs Tipping had given birth to a pussycat called Brandy
  when actually all she had done was bring her cat into class because she was on her way to the vets and it was sat in her lap and then it jumped off. Mum just used to reply with a reminder
  that one of the Ten Commandments was Thou shalt not exaggerate. It was right up there between bearing false witness and coveting your neighbours ox. But really, Mummy and Daddy
  were really, really boring. And whats more, they were really, really old. When I was born, Mummy was forty-two. Forty-two. That was old enough to be a granny.
  Im surprised the doctors and nurses didnt go, My God, woman, what are you doing here? You should be, like, dead. My parents were always the oldest of all the
  kids parents at school. So if they came to sports day, or a concert, everyone assumed they were my grandparents. It was really, really embarrassing. Everyone elses mum and dad wore
  jeans and puffa jackets. Mine wore sensible shoes and grey hair. Yuck.


  The other really embarrassing thing was that Mummy was the local church organist. In the week she was a secretary at the nearby college of further education, but come Sunday, she was sat at the
  Gray & Davison three-keyboard monster (her words, not mine. An organ was an organ was an organ as far as I was concerned) in her red cassock and Persil-white surplice, hands
  flying. Mrs Mills with pipes my daddy used to call her, though I had no idea what this meant.


  And she wasnt just the organist, oh no! She was also the musical director. She had invented this term herself, she claimed, because usually a man being in charge of a choir
  was called a choir master, but the female equivalent would have been choir mistress, and  although she wouldnt elaborate on why  she didnt
  feel that was a very good idea. She was out every Thursday and Friday evening at choir practice, and if there was a wedding on Saturday, she would be out for the afternoon then too. You might think
  this would have given me a break from her musical-directory ways, but no. And why? Because I was in her blessed blooming choir. I know. Mortifying. I hated it. I had to wear the smelly
  cassock thing too and it itched my neck. And she made me wear pigtails because she felt that was the best look with a cassock. My life was intertwined with hers in a constant round of singing,
  processioning, cassocking and more singing.


  With Thursday to Sunday taken up with churchy things, you might think we got some respite at home Monday to Wednesday. No such luck! Monday and Tuesday were fine, but Wednesday she always had
  the radio on for a teatime programme called Choral Evensong. And she would sit in the living room beating time with a knitting needle, singing along with the hymns. And she expected me
  to do the same. The noise of the organ blasting out of the radio, the only time she would have it on full blast, was like the sound of a thousand people being murdered. And that was no
  exaggeration.


  Monday night was Tring Penguins night, my weekly swimming club, and even there I couldnt escape Mums churchy ways. When I emerged from the changing rooms to go poolside and join my
  fellow Penguins, Mummy would shout from the spectators gallery, What locker, Holly?


  And I wasnt allowed to reply with the number of the locker in which I had left my clothes; I had to reply with the equivalent hymn for the number, taken from Hymns Ancient and
  Modern. So if Id left my stuff in locker number 15, I would have to shout back, Before the Ending of the Day! Or had I used number 197, it would be,
  The King of Love My Shepherd Is! Honestly, the looks I got from the other children when I did this.


  And my enforced musical education didnt end there. I had to have piano and cello lessons, and Mrs Baxter who taught me cello smelt of cheese. And I loathed cheese.


  So you can understand why I officially hated my life.


  Sometimes I would look at my dad while he ate his TV dinner on his stained tray with the beanbag underneath as we watched yet another episode of Songs of Praise and I could see the look
  of vague detachment in his eyes. As if his glasses were watching the programme, to appease Mummy, but behind the glass, his eyes were elsewhere. They were seeing a beach in the South Pacific; they
  were playing football at Wembley for Tring Athletic  anything other than this, our miserable musical existence. And I felt for, and just like, him. Id look in the mirror sometimes and
  see an alien. Like Id landed from another planet into this weird world I neither liked nor understood. I would visit school friends houses and wish I lived there instead, with their
  mess and their spilt ketchup, and their boy band music and their laughter, not a hymn in sight. And my friends would assume that I was really religious, and that my family were, whereas in fact I
  always suspected Mummy wasnt that fussed about Jesus and the whole God situation. Her love of the church was really just her love of the music. And yes, it glorified God in the extreme and
  so on, but really she was in it for the pedals.


  I was very excited about going to see Miss Saigon as I had borrowed the CD from the local library and knew all the words because I had sung along to them non-stop in my bedroom for two
  weeks, even though I wasnt sure what half of them meant. Plus there was a lady in it called Lea Salonga, which had to be the best name in the whole of the universe. Mummy disagreed
  with me on this  she thought the best name was a crumbly old actress called Googie Withers  but undeterred, I would often practise signing:


  love Lea Salonga


  in my autograph book for hours. One day I was going to change my name to Holly Salonga and star in Miss Saigon, even though Mummy said that wasnt a possibility
  because I wasnt oriental enough. She had said the same when the local amateur dramatic group were putting on The King and I and I wanted to be Tuptim.


  My favourite song in the show we were going to see was The Heat Is On In Saigon. I had worked out a whole dance routine to it, using cushions, which I pretended were pom-poms, and
  lots of high kicks. I was beside myself with excitement that we were finally, finally going to experience it!


  But first we were going to do something else incredibly exciting. After taking the train from Tring to London Euston, we were going to have a pre-theatre lunch at . . . McDonalds!!!! I
  had never been before. We didnt have one in Tring. They had them in Hemel Hempstead and Aylesbury and Leighton Buzzard, but not where we lived. I would get so jealous of other children in my
  class saying how brilliant their lives were because theyd had a shopping trip to Hemel and gorged on eighty-three Big Macs. I had never had that pleasure.


  Till now.


  Mummy said I could have whatever I wanted. This was quite out of character for her  usually she liked to decree what was best for me and what course of action I should take  but
  today she seemed remarkably couldnt-care-less. She was like a different person. I would have to let her take me to London more often if this was the effect it had on her. She
  hadnt mentioned church or the choir once. This new her didnt really suit her  she seemed ill at ease, nervous  but I really couldnt care less. We were
  having fast food.


  I ordered a hamburger, a Filet-O-Fish (my friend Kasey Woodlands had told me they were the tastiest thing ever), medium fries and a strawberry milkshake. Mummy plumped for a Big Mac (so
  I could see one close up), no fries and coffee. With the drinks rattling on the tray, Mummy carried them over to a corner table for two. I looked out of the window onto Leicester Square. It was
  teeming with people rushing about doing London-y things: families on days out, women with huge shopping bags with fancy names on, coach parties in matching cagoules, a tramp eating a discarded
  sandwich on a bench with a few pigeons waiting hungrily at his feet. High above on the cinema hoardings were massive adverts for all the latest films: Ghost, Home Alone. I was
  almost tempted to ask if we could go and see one of them, but that would have meant forgoing my beloved future namesake, Miss Salonga, so I kept quiet.


  Mummy seemed to be working up to saying something. This, too, was out of character for her. As a musical director, she was used to speaking to large groups, and as my mother, she was never
  backwards in coming forwards about offering her opinion. But something was very different today. It immediately made me feel a bit anxious.


  I bit into my Filet-O-Fish. Kasey Woodlands was right: it was like biting into heaven.


  But then Mummy spoke.


  You know your cousin Tracey? she asked in an unfamiliarly tiny voice.


  I nodded. Of course I knew my cousin. She was a total swot and wrote thank-you cards to my mummy at Christmas that said things like:


  
    
      Youre my favourite aunty, Aunty Jean. And do you know what else? You light up a room. Like a big, sparkly silver bracelet, catching the light and twinkling so
      everyone knows its there.

    

  


  I couldnt stand her. Plus she called me Alien. To my face.


  Well, dont you think she looks like Aunty Beryl?


  Of course she looked like Aunty Beryl. They both had red hair. I had bitten into my hamburger. It was to die for.


  I mean, theres no mistaking theyre mother and daughter, with that lovely auburn hair of theirs.


  The boys at school call her Ginger Minge, I pointed out. I had no idea what this meant.


  Oh, thats nice, dear, she said.


  Which made me think she didnt know what it meant either, because when the boys called her it, she more often than not called them gayboys and then burst into tears.


  We dont look alike, do we, Holly? She smiled.


  No, thank God. Id much rather have honey-coloured hair than grey, thank you very much. I shook my head, my mouth full of hot fries and strawberry milkshake. They went so well
  together.


  Well . . . theres a reason for that.


  I stopped chewing. I sat there with my cheeks bulging like a chipmunk. What was she going to say next?


  And the reason for that is . . .


  She looked like she was finding this the most difficult bit to say.


  I havent got grey hair? I said through the mixture of strawberry and chips.


  Dont speak with your mouth full, dear. Its not nice. You know its not nice.


  I nodded and quickly swallowed my food. After which I burped.


  She looked furious. Holly! But then she looked like she was trying her hardest to be nice again. No, the reason we dont look anything like each other is . . .
  youre adopted.


  She gave me a broad smile. Then took her first bite of Big Mac.


  I froze. I couldnt physically move my arms or legs or any muscles in my face. I held my Filet-O-Fish in mid-air in my left hand and the milkshake carton aloft in my right. I literally
  couldnt move.


  Mummy was making appreciative sounds. Well, I can see why you were so keen to come here, Holly. This is rather delicious.


  I looked at my food. And as I moved my eyes, so the feeling in my body returned and I placed the burger and drink on the plastic table. Outside, I was aware of the hustle and bustle, the noise,
  someone busking with an accordion. The food and drink now seemed like the most unappealing of things. Like I was looking down at a trayful of vomit with horse dung on the side.


  I imagine this has come as somewhat of a shock, dear.


  I wanted to nod, but actually all I kept thinking was, So Im not going mad after all! No wonder I dont . . . fit in!


  And she proceeded to tell me how my real mummy hadnt been clever enough to look after me and was a bit stupid and probably fat and smoked, and so I had been taken away from her when I was
  a few months old and given to Jean and Ted, who knew all about looking after babies because they had a garden and knew their way around a washing machine. She continued in the vein of how lucky I
  was that Id ended up in sunny Tring, in a house with loft insulation, instead of running feral in some Northern backstreet, a world of smog, chimneys and port and lemon.


  What does feral mean? was all I could think to say.


  Wild, dear. Youd probably have had a soiled nappy and not had it changed for days. You were born into a world of . . . black-and-white Coronation Street, and now
  youre . . . she seemed to be losing confidence with this analogy, . . . in the sunnier climes of . . . Oh, what was that lovely situation comedy with oojameflip? Julia
  McKenzie.


  I had no idea.


  Fresh Fields! she shouted, a big grin on her face. I do like her jumpsuits, she added. She did. She actually said that.


  And from nowhere I found myself crying. I couldnt stop myself. I was bawling really loudly and the people on the adjoining tables started looking over and I could see Mummy going the
  colour of a beetroot.


  Try and be quiet, Holly. I know its a shock, but . . . even so . . .


  She passed me some paper napkins to dry my eyes. I dabbed at them a bit and eventually started to calm down. She obviously thought I was devastated by the news, but actually I wasnt
  feeling sad that I was different from other children; I was weepy because things were slipping into place, and that suddenly there was a reason for why I had always felt so . . . alien. Gosh, even
  Tracey had called me it on several occasions. Did she know?


  I had known I didnt look anything like my parents. I had known that they were at least ten years older than everyone else in my classs parents. I didnt like the house in
  Tring and going to church and wearing pigtails. And now I knew why.


  These were happy tears. I was crying with relief that I wasnt stupid. Not that Mummy interpreted it as that. She tried to placate me by passing me my strawberry milkshake. I was now
  intrigued. If she wasnt my real mother, who on earth was?


  What was my real mummy like? I asked between strawberry slurps.


  Her eyes narrowed. Lets not talk about her. Shes not important.


  Oh. But she was important to me, surely? If she was, like, my mother? And maybe I would love her, if I could just meet her. Even if she was fat and smoked and you could see her bra
  through her blouse and she did common things like wee in the street after going to a pub because she couldnt wait till she got home and she laughed her head off while doing it. But somehow I
  could sense there was no point telling Mummy that.


  Everything in my life felt like it had suddenly changed. This woman before me who had for eight solid years claimed to be my mother, and done a really good job of lying to everyone that she was,
  had suddenly told me she wasnt. I had abided by her rules the whole of my life and suddenly I thought, Maybe now I dont have to.


  You know, this changes nothing, she said, taking a slurp of her coffee, then realizing it was still too hot and wincing.


  Really? I thought. You think so?


  I turned to the people on the next table. They were two ladies, younger than Mummy but still really old. One had her hair scraped up in a pineapple; it was blonde on the ends and black at the
  roots. Her friend was wearing a lopsided beret. I wondered if they were French. Pineapple Head saw me looking and smiled nervously, no doubt hoping I wasnt going to burst out crying
  again.


  I smiled at her. Then I said, Im adopted.


  She didnt react. She turned her head towards Mummy.


  Holly! Stop showing off!


  But I am!


  Holly, stop this!


  The women on the next table started talking in whispers. Mummy put her burger down and announced it was time to leave.


  I told her I hadnt finished my Filet-O-Fish. I hardly ever answered back.


  She said she didnt care and that she was going to the theatre and whether I wanted to join her was up to me, but she had the tickets, so there.


  I grabbed the fish and ate it on the way.


  All the way there I kept thinking, I could run away now. I could run away and go wherever I want. She wont be able to stop me. This woman is not my mother; in fact, she has nothing to do
  with me. I hate her. Ive always hated her, and now I know why. She is not my mother.


  But I wouldnt run away from her. She had the tickets in her handbag.


  And. In her defence. She had given me my first McDonalds.


  And. She was taking me to see Miss Saigon, and it wasnt even my birthday.


  In the packed foyer of the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, I made a beeline for the merchandise stall. Mummy hurried to keep up with me. Possibly relieved I was no longer crying, she linked my arm,
  something she never did, and said quietly, Ooh, look at all this, Holly. Isnt it lovely?


  I nodded, and replied quietly, Id like the cast recording.


  This was so unlike me. I would usually have had to beg and cajole and plead, not just announce, I would like . . .


  But it worked. Mummy nodded.


  And the souvenir programme.


  Again she nodded.


  And the T-shirt.


  Again success. I didnt ask for anything else as I didnt want to push it.


  The woman working on the stall eyed me awkwardly. She looked to Mummy. You do know this show is really recommended for sixteen-year-olds and over?


  Mummy paled.


  I jumped in. I am sixteen! I insisted. Im a primordial dwarf!


  Im not sure the woman knew what that meant.


  Mummy was a stickler for rules. I would never have been allowed to go and see a fifteen film, but she knew she was in no position to argue today. This was meant to be the best day
  of my life. In many ways it still was. But she wasnt to know that. She thought she had ruined my life, not improved it. And so she kept smiling at the usherettes, who eyed me with equal
  suspicion, and muttering, I know she doesnt look sixteen, but she is!


  Eventually we took our seats. The show was amazing and incredible and beautiful, and Lea Salonga was everything I wanted her to be and more. I didnt like the woman in the row in front of
  us who turned round and told me to stop singing along to the songs. And Mum told me (again) to stop showing off when I replied insolently, Im adopted!


  But unfortunately we only stayed for the first half. Mummy made us leave in the interval because there were too many women in it in bikinis.


  Bikinis, she repeated on the train home, and high heels.


  I looked out of the window. So what?


  They were prostitutes, Holly.


  I tutted. But then put on my innocent face. Whats a prostitute, Mummy?


  She flustered. I knew full well what a prostitute was: Collette OHara who sat on my table for mixed-ability English had told me. Its someone whos paid to sleep with
  someone else.


  Oh. Sounds a bit boring, Id replied.


  And again I looked out of the window.


  Mary Magdalene was a prostitute, she added in hushed tones. As if this was the worst thing in the world.


  I didnt care. She had ruined my day, my life by making me miss the second act of the show. I was feeling mutinous.


  What, Jesuss girlfriend?


  She was not his girlfriend! Jesus didnt have a girlfriend!


  Was he gay like Uncle Peter?


  Holly, stop this. And then she added, Uncle Peters not gay. He and Colin are just judo partners.


  She looked out of the window, alarmed. I thought she might add, quietly, I think.


  We continued the journey home in silence. At Tring Station, she phoned Aunty Beryl from a payphone to ask her to come and pick us up, as we were earlier than planned and Dad was playing golf all
  day. Aunty Beryl arrived in her Golf Polo. Cousin Tracey was sat in the back.


  As I climbed in next to her, I saw Aunty Beryl mouthing to Mummy, Have you told her?


  And Mummy nodding.


  I glared at Tracey. Who smiled back malevolently. She knew. She did. She knew.


  And then Mummy, putting her seat belt on in the passenger seat, turned round and smiled at Tracey.


  Hello, Tracey! My little ginger minge! How are you?


  Aunty Beryl didnt speak to Mummy for two weeks.


  


  ONE


  2013


  From the Hemel Gazette:


  
    
      ELSPETH JEAN SMITH (JEAN) Passed away peacefully and with dignity on 26 April 2013, aged 73 years. Dearly loved mum of Holly, and treasured wife of the late Ted. She
      will be sorely missed by all who knew her. A service will be held at St Dunstans Church, Tring, on Monday 6 May at 11.30 a.m., followed by cremation at Chilterns Crematorium.
      Refreshments afterwards at the family home. Donations if desired to the Alzheimers Society.

    

  


  I stared out of the window, at the path, a mirror in rain, and pictured him standing there, as he was last night. Hed come in his car, straight after his concert. He was still wearing his
  tux and dicky bow, though it was untied, and the neck of his shirt was undone. In his hand were twenty midnight-red roses.


  Marry me, Holly.


  As the youth of today said, WTF?!


  Jude, the timing.


  His face crumpled, an unmade bed.


  What, my rhythm? And he said it again, slightly more staccato: Marry . . . me . . . Ho . . . lly?


  I rolled my eyes. Typical classical violinist.


  No, Jude. Its my mums funeral tomorrow. I wasnt expecting you till the morning.


  Which explained why I was stood on the drive in my nightie. Well, I say nightie  it was an oversized Care Bears T-shirt Id found at Camden Market. Jude didnt like me wearing
  it in bed because he said it made him feel like a sex offender.


  But I thought this might cheer you up.


  He was a pathetic unmade bed now, yellow beneath the street light that used to keep Mum awake as her curtains were so thin.


  Jude, this isnt working.


  Now he was a pathetic unmade yellow waterbed that was going to spring a leak. I was sure he was about to start crying.


  I can wait, he said, a white dove of a sentence, offering peace, pleading, Please dont humiliate me, Holly. Not when Ive driven all this way to see you.


  But I was resolute.


  I dont want to wait, Jude. Its over.


  His eyes had widened then, and thats when I saw he wasnt going to cry, but get very, very angry. Indignant that Id dared turn him down. Hacked off that hed driven all
  this way to be . . . rejected?


  I was snapped out of the memory by Aunty Beryl.


  Whats out there thats so interesting? she enquired, peering through the net curtains.


  Nothing. Just thinking.


  She straightened out the nets and with a strain said, Im very disappointed Jude couldnt come today.


  He could. I just didnt want him to. We split up.


  She looked genuinely shocked. I didnt see why. Jude and I had only been together for four years. Compared to her and Uncle Norman, that was nothing. Jean and Ted had been together since
  Moses had a skateboard. Compared to that, me and Jude were the blink of an eye. I smiled to show I didnt care and headed off to the kitchen to get myself a drink.


  The women from church were saying Mum had died of a broken heart. Shirley who arranged the flowers reckoned shed heard someone on the radio claiming this was an actual thing now.
  Something about the heart becoming so enlarged when grieving a spouse that it inflated until it exploded. Betty who polished the brass, as well as working on reception at the surgery and therefore
  knowing a thing or two about All Things Medical, went one better and said what Mum had actually been suffering from was takotsubo cardiomyopathy.


  No one liked the sound of that. It smacked of the indisputably foreign. Amid murmurs of disapproval, Dilys from the choir claimed to have ordered it at the Chinese once; it had given her
  diarrhoea.


  Oh, dont get me wrong  she didnt actually say the word. This being the women from church congregating by the breakfast bar, she just grimaced, pointed to her stomach and
  shuddered. And to be fair, give her her due, we were at my mothers wake. People were eating. There were vol-au-vents present.


  Never one to be outdone, Betty counterattacked that takotsubo cardiomyopathy wasnt a takeaway meal but a medical condition whereby a traumatic incident triggers the brain to distribute
  chemicals around the body that weaken the heart. She bandied the words about like nobodys business, thrilled to know something no one else did. And all with a mouthful of scampi.


  I had always found Betty and her coterie deeply irritating, so tried to squeeze my way out of the kitchen and offer a tray of rather tired-looking cheese sandwiches to the other flock of people
  in the living room. I could still hear her chirruping away, though, as much as I tried to block her out.


  . . . Yes, she had takotsubo cardiomyopathy. I mean, the doctors didnt actually say that, Pauline, but how many times have we said it? I know more about the human body than the
  rest of those so-called professionals put together.


  And then more murmurs, this time of approval. That was very much how they operated, those women, liking to think that they had superior knowledge to everyone else on the planet. Thats
  what came of going to church, I supposed. In the modern world, with decreasing congregation numbers and their beliefs more and more out of sync with current thinking, they didnt reflect and
  adapt; they clung to their beliefs. It gave them an unerring sense of their own rightness, and it drained by osmosis into all their other thinking too. They were always right. The rest of the world
  was wrong, and fools into the bargain.


  I felt a tug at my arm. Geraldine from over the road.


  Are you OK, Holly?


  Im fine, thanks, Geraldine, I lied, trying to mask my irritation with the breakfast-bar gossip. Cheese sandwich?


  Ooh, lovely. She took one. No Jude?


  No, we split up. I smiled. All good, though.


  Mum hadnt died of a broken heart. The death certificate proclaimed septicaemia, which was brought on by a chest infection she was too weak to fight. So any inferences that shed
  gone because she couldnt live without Dad, whod died a year previously, were medically inaccurate, no matter what the women wanted to believe.


  Is it true those flowers are from Sylvie di Marco? Geraldine purred, tilting her head towards an ostentatious display of pink lilies Id plonked in front of the
  fireplace.


  I nodded. Geraldines eyes instantaneously filled with tears.


  Isnt she kind? A global superstar and she even took the time to send flowers.


  Shes not really a global superstar, Geraldine, I pointed out, irked that my boss, Miss di Marco, hadnt actually sent them but told me to spend a hundred pounds of her
  money on flowers for the house. Its actually pretty difficult to spend that much money on one bouquet. I mean, shes hardly Beyonc.


  Geraldine didnt care. She shook her head. I saw her in The Sound of Music in Coventry years ago. No one can pull off a dirndl like Sylvie.


  As if on cue, I felt my phone pulsing in my pocket. Why? Why did I keep it on me today of all days? Wasnt it clear my dragon of a boss would be demanding some kind of attention . . . even
  when I was meant to be burying my mother? I ignored it, and Geraldine, though that wasnt hard, as shed turned her back on me and was rhapsodizing about the bouquet.


  I caught the words Sylvie di Marco, thank you very much and never seen anything quite like it.


  I looked back to the kitchen, divided from the living room by a corrugated-plastic window, an original feature from when the house was built in the 1960s, and saw the shadows of the women from
  church, bent over their plates of vol-au-vents, heads ducked. With the light coming through behind them from the kitchen window, their silhouettes took on the shape of some scary shadow-puppet
  play. They should have been accompanied by sinister music. Something on the xylophone  I had always found that an unnerving sound  or that piece of music they used to play every time
  Alfred Hitchcock came on television with one of his chillers, or . . . No! Ive got it! Something on the organ. Something dark and foreboding on the church organ.


  Mum had continued to be the local organist over the years, till her dementia had got the better of her. And that had only really been in the last year. It was like when Dad had been here,
  hed kept it at bay, made sure she was coping, no doubt doing everything for her when the rest of the world wasnt looking, but once hed gone, she fell to pieces. It first became
  obvious at church when she played the opening hymn at one of the services. The vicar usually chose a shortish hymn that would cover his and the choirs procession from the back of the church
  to the choir stalls, one or two verses more and that was your lot. I believe the hymn in question was Guide Me, O Thou Great Redeemer. When they got to the end and everyone put down
  their hymnbooks to consult their orders of service, Mum continued to play. And play. And play. And play. She just wouldnt stop, not realizing theyd finished. In the end the vicar had
  to walk over, shout at her and jab the on/off switch on the organ. Apparently Mum cried. After that the women at the church finally agreed with what Id been saying for months: that Mum
  shouldnt really be doing so much.


  On the mantelpiece, above the look-at-me! flowers, was a framed photograph. Mums pride and joy. It showed her and the choir in their red robes standing on the steps of St Albans
  Cathedral when they had taken part in an episode of Songs of Praise. It was taken about ten years previously. I had no idea whether they still even made Songs of Praise. Mum
  looked so happy, so proud. Like this was the pinnacle of her life. It was the sort of smile usually adopted by gold-medal-winning Olympians. It was an infectious smile. I found myself mirroring it.
  Then I heard someone in the kitchen say, She seems to be taking it quite well, doesnt she? Cant be easy losing both parents in the space of a year.


  Were they looking at me, smiling at a photo of my mum? Is that what was deemed to be taking it well?


  I know, someone replied, but then she wasnt their own flesh and blood.


  That was like a shard of glass to my wrist.


  I recognized the voice as Bettys, the know-all. I was tempted to return to the kitchen, pick up the unappealing Black Forest gateau she had brought as an offering for dessert 
  Your mum loved my BFGs! shed announced when shed arrived  and shove her face in it. Actually, I shouldve dunked her in it for referring to it as a
  BFG, never mind getting so personal. It would have been such a rewarding thing to do. It would have marked the end of one era and the beginning of another. Mum was dead. Long live me!
  I wondered if by doing it, I would have received a round of applause. Mum worshipped the ground Betty walked on, but I had long harboured the suspicion that everyone else was slightly scared of
  her. I would have been standing up to the bully in the playground, and she would never have wielded her power again. But then I remembered this day was not about me, it was about Mum, and the last
  thing she would have wanted was a dessert-based contretemps, so I refrained.


  Aunty Beryl was advancing towards me, dodging her way between doddery neighbours and people whose faces I recognized but whose names escaped me. Her hair was sandier now; the red had faded and a
  lot of grey had taken its place, like shed been left out in the midday sun too many times on a hot Greek island. And since her daughter had opened her own tanning salon in St Albans, her
  skin did too.


  Holly, Holly, meant to say  did you get Traceys card?


  Er . . . yes, I think so. Yes, I did. How could I forget it? It had been all about her.


  
    
      Dear Hollie

    

  


  She never spelled my name right. Mind you, I always spelled hers Tracie to wind her up, so maybe she was just reciprocating.


  
    
      I was so sorry to hear about Aunty Bracelets passing.

    

  


  I really did detest the way she called Mum Bracelet.


  
    
      Bless her, she was a love, wasnt she? But at least none of us has to keep traipsing over to see her now. I know it was a schlep for you coming from London, which is probably why
      you didnt do it as much as me and Mum.


      Im not sure youve ever forgiven me for clearing the loft out for her that time, though Im sure youll agree now that its one less job for you to do, so
      maybe one day youll thank me for it.

    

  


  At which point Id only skim-read the rest of the card. Something about not being able to come to the funeral because of wanting to be the next Hilary Devey. And something about childcare.
  Though more likely, the reason she couldnt come was because she was writing to random relatives, likening them to stuff shed seen in the window at Ratners. Aunty Beryl was
  wittering on about the demands of running your own tanning salon when Geraldine flew in as my fairy godmother and interrupted with her excitement about the flowers under the mantelpiece. As Beryl
  turned to view them, I slunk away and headed upstairs. As I climbed said stairs, practically gluing my back to the wall as there was so little space since the stairlift had been installed, I felt
  my phone pulse again. On the landing, I took it out. Two texts from Sylvie.


  The first:


  
    
      I cant find my reading glasses.

    

  


  And the second:


  
    
      Found.

    

  


  I returned the phone to my pocket and hurled myself at the spare-bedroom door to open it.


  The single bed I now lay on had once been mine. Since Id left home, it had become a veritable Generation Games conveyor belt full of bric-a-brac. You
  see, when Mum had been admitted to hospital and Id found myself coming to the house more often to clean or rifle through drawers looking for life insurance policies, et cetera, I discovered
  the following hidden under the duvet on the bed in the spare room:


  
    
      A Penhaligons bath and body kit, fragrance: Elizabethan Rose


      A manicure kit in a burgundy leather pochette


      Square compact mirror, possibly from a Christmas cracker


      A DVD of the wedding of Prince William and Kate Middleton, still in plastic wrapper


      A mirrored Marks & Spencer photo frame, no photo


      A travel mini oil-painting kit, still in plastic wrapper


      Badedas bath oil, possibly opened as there was a sticky mess running down the neck of the bottle, which had stuck to the bed sheet


      A large box of Ferrero Rocher chocolates, none eaten, but seal broken


      A copy of Rosemary Conleys Amazing Inch Loss Plan, price scissored off the back cover


      A CD entitled 20 Top Ten Hits of the 80s, a sticker on it Free With the Daily Express


      Five cheap silvery bracelets (I hoped they were from Tracey)


      Thirty-five plastic bags. Neatly folded. Placed in another plastic bag.

    

  


  The fitted wardrobe with the sticky door was crammed full of similar stuff, so too one of the drawers in the big chest that seemed strategically positioned so that whenever you walked into the
  room, you broke a shin on it. That is, if you could get into the room in the first place: Mum had chosen behind the door as the perfect place to store a human-sized teddy bear with a red polka-dot
  bow tie. I would have described all this stuff as tat, or crap, if it hadnt been for the fact that I had purchased some of the items for her (the Penhaligons smellies and the photo
  frame), and it had quickly become clear to me what all this  oh, OK, Ill say it  crap was. They were all presents given to her that she was saving to stick on a stall at one of
  her beloved bring-and-buy sales at the church. I found it soul-destroying to think that rather than being cherished, the things I had given her over the years had been treated as money-spinners for
  the new church roof. But then I caught myself thinking, Well, how much effort had I really put into selecting that photo frame? Id not even put a picture in it. So why shouldnt she do
  what the hell she wanted with it anyway? Not that she would now. So who had won?


  And why, even now she was dead, was I viewing this as some sort of competition?


  My phone pulsed. Again. I looked.


  
    
      When are you back?

    

  


  I should have ignored it, but there was something Pavlovianly canine about my response to anything from the Boss, so I quickly jabbed back:


  
    
      Day after tomorrow.

    

  


  I knew this would illicit no reply, but, horror of horrors, I felt it pulse again.


  
    
      When does my new banquette arrive?

    

  


  I sighed. Tapped:


  
    
      Thursday.

    

  


  Just as I was discarding the phone, yet again another pulse.


  What? I hollered, and checked the screen.


  But it was from Gracie, my flatmate.


  
    
      Hope its not too vile up there. Sending love and call if you need to chat. G x

    

  


  And just in case Sylvia texted again, I switched off my phone. If I wasnt allowed some peace and quiet today, then I didnt know when I was.


  My mum and I had always had a very combative relationship. If I said something was black, shed claim it was white. And  as Betty had so kindly pointed out  she wasnt
  even my real mum. I know that sounds awful, but since the trip to McDonalds, Mum had been the first person to honk the Adoption Klaxon if Id done something that she claimed was
  abhorrent (got drunk on Diamond White, sported a love bite, criticized Gloria Hunniford). Then she would reel out the stock phrases: Biggest mistake of my life, adopting you;
  What was I thinking of, choosing you?; Youre your mothers daughter, and she was trouble. Even though, actually, she never knew my birth mother. Conversely,
  however, if I was behaving myself and conforming to her expectations of how a daughter should behave (playing the piano at a school concert, wearing my hair in pigtails at the age of eighteen,
  looking confused when people swore on the telly), then it was as if she had given birth to me herself. The slightest hint of a compliment paid about me to her by a neighbour or a friend would
  elicit a snapped response of Yes, she gets that from me, Betty/Geraldine/Dilys.


  She had the power to wind me up more than anyone else on the planet, because of her ability to blow hot and cold so much. And because of her competitive desire to put me down all the time. At
  any given opportunity. When Tracey had sent the initial letter about her being like a big, sparkly bracelet, Mum had come marching into my bedroom, brandishing the letter aloft.


  See? See?! shed squealed. She squealed well. Tracey says nice things about me. Tracey loves me! Then shed shot me one of her Exocet glances.
  Which is more than can be said for you, you ungrateful little . . . mole!


  Then shed thrown the letter on the bed and stomped back out to the landing again. And once more Id been left with the sinking feeling that nothing I could do for her would ever be
  enough. Maybe thats why Id downed tools and come to keep an eye on her before the end, just to prove, finally, that I was a good daughter.


  The invincibility Id felt on our day out in London, the potential freedom I savoured on finding out I was adopted had quickly been extinguished, like a hot coal in the snow. Life had soon
  returned to normal. Actually, it became worse. Id always felt like I didnt belong to this life, and now I had valid reason. I increasingly fantasized about the mother whod
  given me away. Unsurprisingly she was the nicest woman on the planet, in my head, just a bit misunderstood. I tried a handful of times to question my parents about her, and each time was greeted
  with a wall, not quite of silence, but of Were not sures and No idea, sorrys. I didnt believe a word of it. The day Id turned twelve, Id
  secretly squirrelled through all the boxes in the loft until Id struck gold and found my birth certificate hidden away between some old copies of the Church Times. I slid it into
  the pages of a Blue Peter annual and said nothing. I didnt act on the information, but I committed it to memory, feeling like a spy, then returned it to the Church Times
  one day when Jean was out at a meeting for a new design for cassocks and Ted was busy in the garden. Each night when I went to bed and said my prayers, I would recite the name and address from the
  certificate in my head, making sure I would never forget. It wasnt till I left home to go to university that I ever dared write it down. I biro-ed it in tiny handwriting in the corner of my
  Filofax. I would never forget who had given birth to me. And just as well I had trained myself to remember it, as I had returned home one day when Mum was quite poorly to find Tracey returning from
  a trip to the tip, and an empty loft.


  It was only a load of old boxes and bundles of newspaper, Holly. God!


  If only shed known.


  How could Betty be so cruel? Especially if she called herself a Christian? Was my suffering diminished because I was adopted? Blimey. I remembered her being hysterical with grief when the Queen
  Mum died. And this was my mother! Clearly she felt more closely linked to the royal family than I was allowed to be to my own. And my own they were. Or the only ones I knew. Not that there
  were any of them left anymore. Id come into this world alone; now I was on my own again.


  I hadnt shut the bedroom door. Remarkably, the sinister-looking teddy hadnt done his usual trick of toppling forward and wiping out a small village of knick-knacks on a nearby
  shelf. The chit-chat of the do downstairs floated up as general noise. I couldnt distinguish words, just sounds. Like a symphony of disappointment. Not disappointment that Mum had died, per
  se. More like . . . well . . . everyone that Mum knew just seemed continually disappointed. Nothing was ever good enough. Life, friends, family, television. The church might have offered some
  respite, but inevitably theyd always find something to be let down by. I lay there on the bed, feeling as if I was floating on their disappointment, and, I hate to say it, I felt
  disappointed too.


  But what did I have to be disappointed about? Was I disappointed that today hadnt been a more glamorous, elaborate affair? It was the funeral of a woman in her seventies who lived on a
  suburban housing estate in Tring. It was never going to be the Royal Variety Performance. Was I disappointed due to a sense of anticlimax? Since shed died last week Id put every
  effort, Sylvie aside, into planning and executing this day. And now it was over and . . . what? But no, it wasnt that. It was more the sense that I still didnt feel bereft,
  distraught, desolate, as a grieving daughter was meant to. I thought I might have. I hoped I would do. But I was familiar with an overriding feeling that was possibly something Id learned as
  a baby. Youre on your own, Holly, and somehow you have to get through this. If Id been posher, it might have been a case of Stiff upper lip! It wasnt, though;
  it was more a case of sink or swim. And if you get too upset, you might sink.


  Why had Bettys words stung so much? I wondered. Possibly because there was a huge grain of truth in them. Jean and Ted had not been my birth parents. Wed spent a lifetime trying to
  convince each other we were a proper family, but the effort had been mostly futile. Unlike the majority of adopted children, I didnt feel I was of them. Dont get me wrong  I
  loved them both very much, and cared for them a great deal. I was certainly grieving in my own quiet way now they had both gone. But I had viewed both Jean/Mum and Ted/Dad as two elderly people I
  dropped in on from time to time to check theyd not fallen and broken a hip. I had cried a lot since Mum had died, but I was unsure whether I was crying because of missing her or for the
  missed opportunities, that sense that wed never achieved the normality I assumed other families felt.


  Id certainly not cried when I went to see her at the chapel of rest. Shed looked funny in her coffin. Not funny like Joan Rivers, though admittedly she does look very funny, but
  funny like it wasnt her.


  It doesnt look like her, Id said to the funeral director, Amelia.


  Her eyes had narrowed (Amelias, not Mums) and shed insisted, No, its definitely her. Everyone else in the chapel of rest at the moments a
  man.


  I could tell it was her, of course. Its just that her nose looked bigger. Id never noticed her having a particularly big nose before. And now here she was, looking like Concorde
  had crashed on a beach.


  Her body looks like its on back to front, Id added, perturbed.


  Its definitely not. Amelia had started to sound irritated.


  Id never noticed how big her tummy was before. She looked pregnant.


  She looks peaceful, doesnt she? sighed Amelia, trying to make our conversation veer towards the positive.


  Yes. I took her to the Isle of Wight last month. She really enjoyed it.


  And wed both stared at Mum, unsure what else to say.


  Id not been with her when she died. This had upset me slightly at the time, but then of course I was an only child, her closest relative, so I had done my fair share of sitting at her
  bedside at the hospital while she drifted in and out of consciousness. Id returned to her house that night to sleep. A nurse phoned me at twenty past midnight to tell me what had happened.
  She was very sweet, although she sounded about fifteen. She had gone to check on Mum, had sensed something was afoot and decided to stay with her. She held her hand as she took her last breath. I
  didnt feel jealous that this stranger had shared something so intimate as my mothers final seconds. I was just pleased that shed not been alone as shed left.


  I had said my goodbyes a few days before, when Mum was still lucid and responding. I had thanked her for being a wonderful mum, I had told her I loved her very much, and Id thanked her
  for adopting me. I was holding her hand as Id said it and I felt the faintest of squeezes in reply. I was glad Id said it, even though it was only half meant. I hoped it would make it
  easier for her to let go. I hoped it was something lovely for her to hear, possibly as the final thing she ever heard. And in a way I was glad shed adopted me. And even though our
  relationship had been, for the most part, fractious, I did love her  to quote Prince Charles  whatever love means. The bottom line was, I didnt know anything
  else.


  Of course, I had loved Jude, in my own sweet way. He was funny and kind and handsome  even if he had recently had a Mohican. Well, he called it a Mohican; I called it a midlife crisis
   and talented. I loved watching him play the violin in his orchestra. They played in vast halls on the South Bank and maybe, I thought, thats where I preferred him. At arms
  length. Away from me. On the stage. For me to observe but not connect with.


  He would be upset. His music would be therapeutic, but he would be upset.


  Was I upset? Strangely, about Jude, I couldnt tell.


  To cheer myself up, I felt in the pocket of my trousers (thered been a few raised eyebrows when Id turned up at the church in a trouser suit today. Outrageous behaviour, clearly
  something Id picked up in London!) and pulled from it a crumpled piece of lined paper. I smoothed it down, the action soothing me, like a crack addict preparing her apparatus. I knew this
  paper would be my balm, and after consulting it, Id be able to head downstairs, smile painted on my face, invigorated. I looked at the words scrawled on it in my own biro-ed tiny hand.


  Francesca Boyle, 32B Gambier Terrace, Liverpool 1


  It was thrilling to think that one day soon those words were, hopefully, going to change my life.


  


  TWO


  My bosss penthouse flat overlooked Tower Bridge. In that flat there was a coffee table. On that coffee table lay a pristine copy of her autobiography, Let Me Sing
  Cake. She knew full well that if you opened the book and consulted the titles page inside you would see a subtitle:


  Sylvie di Marco  Icon. Diva. Enigma.


  But unbeknown to her, the woman who had my job before me had crossed out the last word and added another in biro so it read:


  Sylvie di Marco  Icon. Diva. Enigma. TWAT.


  The fact that it had lain undiscovered in the five years that I had worked for her tickled me muchly.


  After leaving school, I studied music at Durham University. I had become rather good at both the cello and the piano; in fact I subsidized my meagre student loan by playing the piano in a wine
  bar three nights a week. On graduating, I started playing the cello in the orchestra for a string of West End shows. But after a few years of doing that, I grew bored. Much as I loved my musical
  theatre (my adoration for Miss Salonga had never really died), I changed career and started to work in the offices of one of the theatre producers who had previously employed me as a cellist. I
  soon learned I enjoyed office work much more than sitting at the back of an orchestra pit. It also meant I had more time for a social life, as I wasnt spending most evenings playing the bass
  line accompaniment to Defying Gravity or suchlike. After a few years of that the producer  Ill call him Titch, for that was his name  put on a production of a
  jukebox musical that was clearly trying to cash in on the success of Mamma Mia! It used the back catalogue of the Smiths and was called Heaven Knows Im Miserable Now, which
  actually is what the audience was, mostly. Even the most hardened of Smiths aficionados were confused by the story of a boy called William and his journey through space to find the meaning of life
  and save his planet. All done to a soundtrack of guitar-heavy indie music.


  The female lead in this ill-fated production  it ran for two months and got excruciating reviews  was Sylvie di Marco. She came off the worst in the notices, as the critics were
  confused as to why someone as hitherto successful as her would choose to be in something so shoddily put together. She played Williams sister, Sheila, in the show. Originally Sheila had been
  Williams mother, but she claimed she was far too young to be convincing and so asked for the part to be rewritten as his sister. The producers obliged and a star was torn. The one
  achievement the musical held was it made it into the Guinness World Records for being the show that featured the highest number of bows in a performance, as during the song Sheila
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