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Praise for The Lottery Winner Widows Club:

‘An absolute hoot. Full of lovely Elly Vine’s signature warm and wicked humour. Twisty, turny, funny and absolutely marvellous. This has WINNER written all over it!’

MILLY JOHNSON

‘Brilliant! Riotously funny, gripping and twisty – and packs a real emotional punch too. The Lottery Winner Widows Club are the female friends we all need!’

CRESSIDA McLAUGHLIN

‘Riotously funny! This story of mysterious deaths, sisterhood and secrets will make you laugh, cheer and buy yourself a lottery ticket!’

LUCY DIAMOND

‘A truly original premise, which had me hooked from the start – a darkly funny tale with twists you won’t see coming, and characters you’ll be rooting for.’ 

SOPHIE COUSENS

‘Joyous, dark and witty as hell. A devilishly funny celebration of female friendship and starting over. Warm but thrilling, pacy but deep, hilarious and poignant. Vine has given us a girl gang comedy-thriller with a delicious whiff of sulphur. This book made me laugh, weep and punch the air. An utter DELIGHT.’

EMMA JANE UNSWORTH

‘A RIOT – uplifting, feisty and fun, with so much heart. It’s a joy to read, but it packs such a powerful punch. This book is so good it’s criminal.’

DAISY BUCHANAN

‘A riotously funny romp of a read with a wonderful cast of characters and plot twists you will not see coming – I loved it!’ 

MIKE GAYLE

‘Really enjoyed this! A funny and touching crime romp.’

CLAIRE McGOWAN

‘A riotous romp through the bonds of female friendship with murder and (a lot of) money thrown in. Fun, funny and full of heart.’

ASIA MACKAY

‘This is a super fun book about female friendship and solidarity. BRB, buying a lottery ticket and a spade so I can join this club!’

JULIE MAE COHEN

‘The feel-good novel par excellence! Kickass women righting wrongs and reclaiming their own lives, all in fabulous style. Every character leapt off the page and the twists and turns of the story kept me guessing all the way. I bloody loved it!’

HARPER FORD

‘Full of humour and deliciously deadly intent, I loved this colourful tale of murder, mayhem, friendship and self-discovery!’

KATE STOREY

‘Utterly delicious – spiky, poignant and totally hilarious, I laughed and cried and could not put it down. If, like me, you grew up loving The First Wives Club but thought it needed more murders then this is the book for you.’

LAURA WOOD

‘Such a joy! I love a story about cross-generational female friendship! This novel is a true escape – funny, twisty and heartwarming. I loved the time I spent with these brilliant female characters.’

LAURA PEARSON

‘What a blast of a read – a deliciously fun and entertaining novel with a delightful cast of characters to root for. It’s a winner!’

FIONA GIBSON

‘An absolute slam-dunk – touching and wildly funny, with just the right amount of darkness. This fabulous and wholly bingeable tale of female friendship and brave new starts had me gripped from the first page – I adored it!’

ROSIE WALSH

‘This book is a knockout! Dark and twisty, but packed with so much heart and genuine laugh out loud moments, I didn’t want it to end. This feminist crime caper is an empowering, uplifting and throughly entertaining ride.’ 

KIRSTY GREENWOOD

‘The funniest book I’ve read in a long time and a recommend-to-everyone book for me. You know how we always say ‘I laughed out loud’ but people hardly ever do? I ACTUALLY DID! A lot!’

CAROLINE CORCORAN

‘This book had me HOOKED! A wicked plot, a fierce cast of characters and all of the charm and wit I’ve come to love in a Vine book. The twist shook me to my core and the entire book was an addictive, endearing joy from start to finish.’

OLIVIA BEIRNE

‘A fabulously enjoyable romp full of badly-behaved women you can’t help but root for, with a real heart lurking under all the Porsches and pink fizz. Everyone who reads this is a winner.’

P. J. ELLIS

‘The perfect blend of darkness and humour. Fast-paced and hilarious with a twist that you never see coming. Absolutely delicious.’

KATE WESTON

‘If anyone can put the fun in thriller it’s Elly Vine! A hilarious, twisty and hugely satisfying crime novel. You’ll be batting for Paula and co. from the off.’

LUCY NICHOL

‘A darkly fun and funny read, with an emotional depth that I didn’t see coming. The escapism I didn’t know I needed.’

REBECCA RYAN

‘The First Wives Club meets Bad Sisters in this effortlessly readable, laugh-out-loud funny crime debut from Elly Vine. With a page-turning story, a zany eye for the absurd and a killer twist, I was entertained from first page to last. But what left a lasting impression was its moving and insightful celebration of women who refuse to be overlooked.’

ZAC HAMMETT

‘Hilarious, funny, surprising, warm and brilliant. A perfect read.’

SALMA EL-WARDANY

‘A gripping, heart-wrenching and lively caper that will make you laugh, cheer and weep – sometimes all at once – packed with fabulous characters you’ll long to drink champagne with.’

JUSTIN MYERS

‘Excellent! Plenty of twists, turns and gasp-out-loud moments with bags of fun and warmth too. A true joy to read. Is it okay to consider joining my own Lottery Winner Widows Club? Asking for a friend . . .’

HANNAH DOYLE

‘The perfect mix of comedy and drama, I adored it!’

JULIE HAWORTH

‘This darkly hilarious ride through wealth, widowhood and female bonding is brilliant. If you binged Bad Sisters on TV, you’ll adore this.’

KATE RIORDAN

‘This is a deliciously dark revenge-fest, whose sharp wit and female camaraderie never underplays the dangers so many women face behind closed doors from the men in their lives. Vine takes a deadly serious issue and turns it into deadly action; we can’t help cheering all the way.’

LESLEY McDOWELL

‘Glam, sassy and oh so dark, combining witty barbs with characters that keep you turning the page. You’re in for a treat with this humorous thriller that still keeps its edge. I am officially an Elly Vine fan!’

JACK STRANGE

‘Reading this book is like winning the jackpot: heady, explosive and exciting in the extreme. It starts with a dead husband and went absolutely nowhere I expected until the triumphant ending. Elly Vine has created a pacy, hilarious thrill ride, full of glamorous settings and funny women who are hell-bent on revenge!’

KATIE MARSH

‘Expect laughs, sobs and cheers in Vine’s crime caper. Paula and the Widows might be my all-time fave girl gang. Hijinks, humour and heartache in bucketloads – I will be thinking of the Widows forever!’

LIZZIE HUXLEY-JONES




PROLOGUE

Have you ever heard that seventy per cent of lottery winners end up bankrupt?

It’s a common enough statistic, cited in most corners of the internet – but the fact is, it’s just not true. Actually, studies repeatedly show jackpot winners have much improved life satisfaction and overall happiness.

Let’s consider Edwin Castro, a man who, on 7 November 2022, bought a ticket at a petrol station in California. He won $2.04 billion, the largest lottery jackpot to date. What about the group a year later in October 2023, who took home $1.765 billion? Do we think their lives got better or worse?

Winning makes you one of the luckiest people on earth. It makes you rare; it makes you special; it makes you incredibly unique. The odds of winning the Lotto jackpot are one in 45,057,474. With the Powerball and Mega Millions lottery, it’s around one in three hundred million.

So what would you do if you became a member of that blessed, tiny club? What if you woke up tomorrow having won that life-changing, mind-bending sum of money? And would you want to share it with someone undeserving?

I didn’t.
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Honestly, Paula really thought by the time she was sixty-one, she’d have learned a thing or two about having a normal conversation. But – standing here in her outdated, beige-coloured kitchen – she’s realising now that she doesn’t have a clue. How does one even begin to handle something like this?

She’s on the phone – the landline – and staring at a suspicious patch on the ceiling in the corner. Is it a new leak coming through from the upstairs bathroom, or is it a shadow? She can’t tell.

‘. . . we know it must be a shock . . .’ the man is saying down the line and his voice sounds awfully far away. ‘. . . it’s been registered with the local authorities here, and we’ll arrange for the paperwork, including a death certificate to be sent to you, of course . . .’

She wants to turn on the overhead light so she can have a proper look at that corner – the lamp isn’t any use at all – but the phone cord doesn’t stretch to the switch by the door. Tilly was probably right all those years ago, when she said they should get a cordless phone, but they were so expensive at the time. These days, of course, her daughter thinks it’s absurd she and John even have a landline at all. But look here, isn’t she using it right now?

‘. . . repatriation of the body is expensive, I’m afraid, but of course we’ll make arrangements, if you’d like. It’s possible his travel insurance may cover it.’ The man pauses. ‘Do you happen to know if he had any?’

Paula feels a familiar stab of fear at the mention of money. She shakes her head, then remembers he can’t see her. ‘I don’t know,’ she says simply.

‘Sorry to ask this . . .’ The man sounds awkward, and it is somehow more endearing in his light Austrian accent. ‘But do you know if John had a . . . er, preference about his . . . remains? It is sometimes a more straightforward option to have the body – um, your loved one – cremated at a local crematorium and then transported back.’

This is, at last, something Paula can help with. She knows the answer to this one because John was always terribly clear. ‘He did want to be cremated, yes!’ she relays eagerly. ‘He told me he didn’t like the idea of his body being eaten by worms. He said that several times.’

There is a shuffling noise at the other end of the line and Paula wonders if she’s said the wrong thing. Do people whose husbands have just died not talk about the body being eaten by worms? Has she messed up again?

‘. . . and of course, there will be more documents for you . . .’ The man has resumed talking, and Paula returns her gaze to the ceiling stain – or shadow, who knows? ‘. . . and I’ll get that over to you as soon as possible, so you can apply for a Consular Death Registration in England. You can also contact the British Consulate if you would prefer a UK death certificate . . .’

‘Gosh,’ says Paula, because the idea of contacting the British Consulate sounds so grand. So unlike anything she’s ever had to do before. But then, this has never happened before. Obviously.

‘. . . and again, Mrs Sheldon, our most sincere condolences, as well as our deepest apologies it took us a few days to identify him and locate you . . .’

‘Don’t worry!’ she says nicely, because it makes her uncomfortable when people apologise.

They say their goodbyes and hang up. Paula stares at the ceiling. Then back down at the phone in her hand.

Her husband of more than thirty years is dead. That’s what the nice man with the nice accent said. John was in an accident; his car went off the road; it would’ve been very quick for him.

For John, she means, not for the nice man.

Paula wonders if she should’ve known something had happened. You hear about wives who somehow, intuitively knew something terrible had befallen their loved ones. Paula read something recently on Facebook about a woman who’d fainted at precisely 3.46 p.m., later discovering her husband had collapsed at his desk and died from a coronary at exactly that time.

Should she have known?

It had been a few days since Paula had heard from her husband. But that wasn’t particularly unusual when he went to one of these work conferences abroad. The signal was often unreliable; he was busy with colleagues; he liked his space. She hadn’t been worried at all, never mind sensing anything amiss.

It’s true, she had tried to call him several times in the last few days, but only because of that thing she’d found out on Monday. The big, mad, incomprehensible thing she urgently needed to tell him about. But she hadn’t been too concerned when he hadn’t returned her missed calls.

Paula turns now in her kitchen to explain to John what’s happened, and then remembers that she can’t tell John that John is dead. Because he’s dead.

Instead, she backs up, across the kitchen, letting the phone handset clatter noisily onto the faded orange floor tiles. She finds cupboards at her back and leans there for a few minutes, feeling the cool surfaces through her thin jumper. It’s the cupboard with all the plates in it. Not all the plates, of course. The nice crockery is in the cupboard above the oven. John’s always too worried they’ll get broken, so they never use them.

He was always too worried. He can’t be worried anymore. Because he’s dead.

Paula considers sitting down on the floor, but she’s not sure she’d be able to get up. Does it matter though? If she can’t get up again? Why would she ever need to get up again?

She slides down, finding the frigid cold tiles beneath her, and then stares back up at that stain on the ceiling. She’d meant to turn the light on for a better look. But now the switch seems too far away and she was right before: standing up is going to be a complex negotiation. The stain – or shadow – will have to stay where it is. Unresolved.

‘Mum?’ It’s her son, Seb, squinting at her from the open back door.

He looks so very young. Thirty is still young, she thinks, though she didn’t feel it at the time. She had two babies at his age, whereas he’s yet to learn how to use the washing machine by himself. Seb rubs his eyes and Paula notes how red they are, how tired he looks.

Perhaps he’s been crying about his father? Except he doesn’t know yet, does he? She’s going to have to tell him. And Tilly. She wonders how she’ll find the words and looks at the phone on the floor, wondering if 1471 still tells you the last number to ring. Maybe she can get the nice man with the nice accent back on the line to explain it all to her children.

‘What are you doing on the floor?’ he asks, looking a little alarmed. ‘Did you get hold of Dad yet? Did you tell him the big news?’

‘No,’ Paula says softly.

It really is such bad timing that John’s dead. Just when the biggest thing to ever happen to either of them – to anyone she’s ever met! – has occurred. Just when she and John have won twenty-one million pounds on the lottery.

How is she going to manage this on her own?

And how in the world is she going to get up off the floor?
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To: John.Sheldon1960@oldmail.com

From: PaulaJeanieSheldon1964@ptinternet.com

Subject: Some news

Dear John,

Oh my goodness, I’ve only just realised how funny it is that I’m sending you a Dear John letter! I’m sure you would laugh at me for that.

Would’ve laughed.

That is hard to get used to.

Frankly, John, everything has been hard to get used to. These last couple of weeks without you in the world have been so . . .

I’m afraid I don’t have the right words.

Seb would probably call the whole thing bananapants, but I know you never liked it when our children used made-up words. You would probably peer at him over your reading glasses and ask what exactly about the situation involves a banana or a pair of pants. And you can’t argue with that kind of logic.

Although I did have a banana for breakfast this morning, if that matters.

You would no doubt find it strange that I’m writing you an email, of all things. When would I ever email you? Never! Not when I saw you every day. I can’t remember the last time I really even used it, except to confirm my work schedule with Gary. The only emails I get are from Facebook about the community group page upset about potholes, and JustGiving because of that time Tilly ran a 5k.

Tilly’s been taking care of everything since you . . . She’s been calling people and letting them know. About what’s happened. She’s desperate to arrange your funeral, but we have to wait for your remains to arrive back in the UK before we can do that. I spoke to the nice man with the nice accent again about it yesterday, and he says it might be a few more weeks. Some of the paperwork has come through, but not your death certificate or your . . . ashes. I’m told they take longer to arrange.

Tilly cancelled your mobile phone contract yesterday. I didn’t want her to do that, not yet. Not with so much going on that I need to talk to you about. But you know what she’s like; she said it was important to get everything sorted out as quickly as possible. She said it would allow me to ‘deal with all the tentacles of grief’. She really liked that analogy, but I’m afraid I don’t. It just made me picture an octopus handing me a hankie. And you know how I feel about seafood.

Either way, I tried to ring you this morning. It’s not like I expected you to answer, but I wanted to hear your voice on the answering machine and I needed to tell you something. Of course, it was dead.

Not dead. Just . . . not working.

I’ll stop waffling, I know you hated it when I waffled.

The point is, John. We won the jackpot.

All those tickets. A lifetime of tickets! The same numbers on the same standing order for all these years. And we finally won.

Did you know, we’ve been playing the lottery since 1995? I remember that first ticket because I was pregnant with Seb at the time, and you held my arm so tightly and said to me that we were definitely going to win. You were right, as always. Just thirty years and one fatal car accident too late.

We talked so many times about what we’d do with the money, how it would fix everything. But we never really considered all the fiddly bits. It’s been a funny old time since I got the notification on the app. Tilly called the helpline for large prize winners, and the operator scheduled an in-person meeting. Someone called Amy rang us back. She was very nice – her mum is called Paula, isn’t that a coincidence? We had to go and see her at the office with our identification, where she talked to us about financial advisors and investments. It was all very overwhelming. If I’m honest with you, I didn’t take much of it in. Thank goodness Tilly was with me. She made all the decisions, answered all the questions and filled in all the paperwork.

I was just back from that meeting when I got the call about you.

I haven’t really been able to process anything since. Tilly says it’s the grief. She said that thing about the tentacles again and I had to stop listening because I couldn’t stop picturing clammy little suckers reaching for me.

If you’re wondering how much we won, John, I’ll tell you. It was 25 million euros on the Euromillions. I thought it would take a long time to sort, but it was only about a week. £20,725,250, just sitting there in our bank account. And there it still sits, I’m afraid, though Tilly keeps telling me I have to do something about it. It has to be moved or invested or something.

I’m sure she’s right but I can’t. Not yet.

Goodbye for now, John,

Paula xx

PS. The kitchen ceiling has another leak and I don’t know what to do.
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‘WHERE’S THE BOLLOCKING WHISKY?’ John’s brother, Tom, hollers his question from inside one of Paula’s cupboards. His huge pink head reappears moments later. He squints angrily at her across the room, awaiting a response.

‘The cupboard under the stairs,’ she bleats, wondering what John would think of his bullish older brother stealing their very limited supplies of expensive alcohol. Tom stands up, grunting and huffing, stalking through the kitchen and back out into the hallway. John’s other two brothers – Pete and Leonard – both stand to follow. The three of them have always done things as a pack, usually leaving their youngest sibling, John, on the outside.

‘Found it!’ Tom yells, and Paula shoots an apologetic glance towards the non-family member in the room. The solicitor blinks back, looking vaguely alarmed.

‘Shall we get on with this?’ Tilly asks anxiously as the men pile back into the room, sourcing glasses and sloshing liquid.

The solicitor smiles uneasily. ‘You know, we don’t usually do these anymore,’ he gestures around Paula’s small kitchen. ‘People always ask if there will be a will-reading, like they see on TV, but it’s really not necessary these days.’

He takes a seat in John’s chair at the head of the table and Paula feels panic rising in her chest. John wouldn’t like someone else sitting in his chair, never mind a stranger. She makes a sort of strangled noise and her daughter turns in her direction. She reddens as John’s three brothers exchange a smirk.

‘You OK?’ Tilly’s wife, Misha, leans in closer. She’s always been very kind, and Paula nods gratefully. She is OK. She just has to keep trying to remember that John is gone and it doesn’t really matter who sits in his chair. It only feels like it matters.

‘So why are we even here then?’ one of the brothers booms, looking irritated, swigging from his amber drink. ‘If this could’ve been a goddamned email, what are we doing here?’

The solicitor glances over at Tilly, and Paula understands that it is her daughter who has requested this.

‘I just thought it would be better if Mum could hear all this,’ Tilly says with self-assurance, ‘y’know, out loud.’ She looks around at the group, making pointed eye contact with Misha, then her three uncles, followed by Seb.

Paula stares down at her lap. She has been having a little trouble hearing things since she got that call about John. It’s not that her ears are failing her, it’s just that the words don’t settle. They act like a fine snowy mist that melt into nothing the moment they land. She can hear the words OK, but she can’t quite understand them. She can’t internalise them. She’s been having particular trouble with words that have been written down. Every time Paula tries to read, everything jumbles up in a confusing blur. Which is no doubt why Tilly’s made this poor solicitor come all the way out to their house, instead of letting him send everyone an email.

‘Do I need to be here?’ On her left, Seb sounds bored, his tone childish. ‘Can I go home?’

When Seb says home, he’s referring to the shed at the bottom of Paula’s garden, where he currently resides. There is no running water and no electricity. Unless you count the very long extension lead he has running all the way from the main house, in order to power his game console. There’s also a single bed, squeezed in beside Tilly’s childhood chest of drawers. And a lot of spiders.

But Seb likes living there because he has – his word – ‘independence’ and can just about claim publicly that he doesn’t live at home.

And it is, at least, a step up from his previous accommodation; a dilapidated, rusty old caravan on Paula’s driveway.

Seb is thirty years old.

‘Can we get on with this?’ Tom booms, pouring himself, Pete and Leonard another quadruple whisky.

Tilly brightens. ‘If everyone else is having a drink, maybe we should have one, too?’ She doesn’t wait for an answer, getting herself, Misha and Seb a beer – John’s beer – and placing a tall glass of Malibu and Coke in front of Paula.

Paula stares at it. She can’t stand Malibu and Coke. It’s like drinking fabric softener.

‘Thank you, sweetheart,’ she says carefully. ‘But I think I’ll just stick to water.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Tilly says cheerfully. ‘It’s your favourite and everyone else is having one!’

Paula nods, and takes a tiny sip of the fabric softener. It’s horrible.

‘So first off,’ the solicitor clears his throat, ‘I should say that John appointed his daughter’ – he looks up from the page, pointing a flat palm at Tilly on his right – ‘as his executor. That means you are responsible for administering the estate and dealing with any assets, Ms Sheldon. We can talk this through in more detail after the will-reading.’

Tilly looks a little surprised and Paula feels a few eyes on her. She senses confusion from the room, but of course John appointed their daughter! Paula’s always been hopeless with that kind of thing and Tilly is so very capable.

‘It also means you’re technically in charge of funeral arrangements, which I understand’ – he pauses, glancing up for confirmation – ‘hasn’t taken place yet?’

Taking the lead, Tilly nods. ‘We’ve had to wait a couple of weeks for the paperwork and we’re still waiting on Dad’s . . . remains.’ She pauses to swallow. She’s only two years older than Seb, but while he seems like a teenager, sometimes Tilly seems even older than Paula. ‘But we’re hoping it’ll be soon.’ She glances at Paula. ‘We have it in hand.’

Paula nods, though she’s done nothing.

‘This is an informal process,’ the solicitor continues, ‘I’m just here to read out John’s statement and wishes, and then help clarify anything. So, if anyone has any questions, please do speak up.’ He leans back in John’s chair. It creaks in the same way it did for John. Paula fights back that urge again – the one that wants to scream for the man to move. But people are allowed to sit in chairs. Even John’s chairs.

‘I’ll crack on then.’ The solicitor nods around the room, then clears his throat. ‘I’ll start with John’s opening statement, which he wrote as follows: “Hello everyone, John here. It seems I’m dead, how strange. Hopefully I went peacefully in my bed at the age of 99, beside my loving wife, Paula.”’ Next to her at the table, Misha reaches for Paula’s hand but she shrinks away from the kindness. Affection is only going to make all of this harder. The solicitor continues, ‘“I lived a good life. I tried to be a good man. I worked hard and made sure I provided for my wife and children. I hope I will be remembered fondly by one and all. Goodbye. See you when I see you. Love, John.”’ Paula stares down at the table as, across from her, she hears Tilly start to cry. Either side of her, both Misha and Seb sound a little sniffy, too.

Should Paula be crying? Probably. But if she starts crying now, goodness knows what might happen.

‘I’ll read out his estate bequests now,’ the solicitor begins, and the room shifts a little with expectation. ‘To his brother Pete, John leaves his collection of pool cues, along with his lifetime membership of the local snooker club.’ Pete looks pleased with this and nods slowly, sipping his whisky.

‘For his brother Tom, John leaves his clothes, along with his famous collection of belt buckles. His brother Leonard is to take possession of his stamps, his chess set, and the whisky under the stairs.’ Tom and Pete exchange guilty looks, whisky in hand, as Leonard regards them with outrage. Tom quickly downs the remaining liquid in his glass.

The solicitor watches them for a moment, his expression bewildered, then turns in Tilly’s direction. ‘Er, to his daughter Matilda, John leaves his most treasured possession: a signed, framed photograph of Ronnie O’Sullivan and a first edition of Ronnie’s autobiography.’ Tilly releases a small guttural sob as he continues, ‘And to his son, Sebastian, he leaves the fishing equipment out in the garage and his unfinished memoir, titled Snookered.’ The solicitor adjusts his glasses. ‘Apologies, I can see that name has been amended to All Cued Up.’

‘That’s not better,’ Misha murmurs, but Seb looks pleased.

The solicitor continues, ‘The rest of the estate – including the house and any other assets, financial, etc. – have been bequeathed to John’s wife Paula.’

There is a moment of silence as the room digests this.

Misha leans forward gingerly. ‘Is there nothing specific or personal for Paula?’

‘Never mind that!’ one of the uncles shouts. ‘What about the lottery money? Does that mean she gets the lot?’

Paula’s head whips around. Pete is standing over them, hands on hips, his empty glass discarded on the kitchen counter. Behind him, Tom and Leonard are listening intently, their expressions hard and menacing.

Paula can feel shock making her face slack. How do they know about the lottery win?

Every week, when they checked the results, John would turn to Paula and say, ‘If we win, we won’t tell a soul. Lottery winners don’t make good friends.’

And of course he was right. He was right about everything. She had no intention of telling anyone about the win. No one beyond Tilly and Seb. She glances at her children fearfully. Seb is staring at the table, guilt painted clearly across his face. Tilly meets Paula’s eyes, then rolls hers.

‘Ah,’ the solicitor says, and it’s clear he, too, knows about the win. He removes his glasses and adopts a serious expression. ‘From what I understand, the ticket was jointly bought, and even if it were John’s ticket exclusively, it would still automatically become part of his estate. And – as I said – the will is very clear that it all goes to Paula.’

Pete takes a step forward. ‘That’s outrageous!’ He waves his hands and Paula cowers, though he’s at the other side of the table. ‘What does she even need twenty million for? I’ve got three ex-wives and six stepkids.’ He huffs furiously, waving at Paula without looking in her direction. ‘John paid off this house years ago. She’s living on easy street!’

Paula feels a stab of horror as Tilly jumps up, looking angry. ‘Hey!’ she says. ‘You have no right to speak to my mother like that.’

Pete waves at the solicitor. ‘I was talking to this guy, actually. We’re owed some of that money. He was our little brother. We should be getting at least a couple of million each. She doesn’t need it.’

Paula swallows hard. The truth is, they did indeed pay off their mortgage a long time ago. But then they had to re-mortgage when the roof needed re-doing. And then re-mortgage again a few years ago when a neighbour complained about the asbestos garage. They’ve long since run out of money. John hadn’t had a pay rise at work in years and Paula never brought in much from her work at the care home. Maybe they could’ve just about made ends meet, if the bills didn’t keep going up and things didn’t keep going wrong with this old house.

She glances anxiously over at the stain on the ceiling.

Never mind easy street, it has been quite difficult and stingy street for a long time now. John had to count every penny in the last few years. It’s why they played the lottery so religiously every week.

And now they . . . she has almost twenty-one million pounds sitting in the bank.

Tom and Pete are almost nose to nose with the solicitor, loudly debating the veracity of the will. Pete is hotly explaining how one of his stepkids urgently needs a new iPad. Apparently he is sick of the fifteen-year-old borrowing his computer for porn. The solicitor looks a little green.

Tilly gets involved.

Paula takes a long, deep drink of the fabric softener and stands up. She can’t listen to this horrible nonsense anymore. She’ll leave them to it; let them all shout it out. They can have the money if they want, she doesn’t care. She doesn’t want it.

Everything is so different all of a sudden, she just wants everything back the way it was. She wants John to be here, taking care of things like he always did. At the very least, she needs him here taking care of his shouty brothers.

As Paula mounts the creaky stairs, more than ready to hide in her bedroom for as long as it takes, she hears the front door bell. Somewhere in among the noisy din of men – and Tilly – shouting in the kitchen about how the tenth generation iPad isn’t modern enough, Paula catches the sound of Seb opening the door and speaking. Curious, she turns back down the stairs, just as her son appears. He’s holding a box and looking a little dazed.

‘What is it?’ Paula asks and he looks up at her.

He holds up the item in his hands. Paula stares at it. She suddenly knows what it is, what it must be.

‘Dad’s home,’ her son says simply, gingerly putting down the box. The box carrying John’s ashes.
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The high-pitched wailing has not stopped all day. It didn’t stop once as they brought in John’s casket, it did not stop during the eulogies, and it has not stopped even here at the upmarket pub where they’re hosting a wake. Not even as the wailer in question consumed five and a half cucumber and salmon sandwiches.

‘Do you think she’s all right?’ Paula asks Tilly, concern in her voice.

Tilly huffs. ‘Oh, she’s bloody well fine, Mum. There’s always someone at a funeral who makes everything about them. It’s not actually about mourning, or even celebrating the deceased, it’s about having all eyes and attention on their grief. She’s a grief thief!’ She regards her mum curiously. ‘You should be the one crying, not her.’

‘John did always say Bridget was prone to hysterics,’ Paula whispers, glancing anxiously across the room at her husband’s former secretary. As if on cue, Bridget’s wailing inches up yet another octave. It is now that very special pitch employed by Bond villains to kill secret agents’ brain cells.

Tilly winces at the sound, then tuts. ‘That’s sexist, Mum. You wouldn’t call a man hysterical.’

Paula looks flustered, murmuring an apology. She’s always saying the wrong thing around her daughter.

‘Here,’ Seb appears from the bar, holding two glasses. ‘Mum, I got you your usual.’ He hands her a Malibu and Coke and she sighs, accepting it. More fabric softener.

Seb swigs his beer, his eyes bloodshot. Paula would like to believe it’s from the stress of the day. Or that maybe he’s been up all night, weeping the loss of his father. Except that rather strong smell of marijuana wafting around him would indicate otherwise.

‘Can we leave yet?’ her thirty-year-old-going-on-thirteen son asks.

‘No!’ Tilly hisses at her little brother. ‘There are still sandwiches to be eaten. And none of the uncles are even drunk yet. They’d be furious. Everyone has to have time to grieve properly.’ Her eyes slide across her mother’s face. ‘Grief has tentacles, have I mentioned that?’ Paula nods, trying not to grimace at the imagery.

‘Ugh, fine,’ Seb shrugs, then rubs his sore-looking eyes. ‘Well, can someone at least tell that crying woman to chill?’

‘John used to say there was no point trying to calm a woman down,’ Paula observes solemnly. ‘It’s best to let her get it out of her system.’ She shoots a fearful look at Tilly. ‘Am I being sexist again?’

Her daughter nods disapprovingly, then sighs, placing a conciliatory arm around Paula. ‘It’s not your fault, Mum. It’s your upbringing. You just agreed with everything Dad said. It’s a generational thing.’ She releases the arm, moving to face her mother. ‘But it’s high time you started embracing the new world. I know it’s been a difficult time for you, but you’re . . .’ She raises an eyebrow. ‘You’re rich now, Mum! Super rich!’ She checks behind her shoulder for eavesdroppers before hissing, ‘You’ve won the bloody lottery! This is your chance to have fun and enjoy your life. It’s your chance to make friends and meet new people.’ She waves her hands excitably. ‘You can do anything you want. Absolutely anything! It’s time for a fresh start. For an adventure.’

The background wailing drowned out some of Tilly’s speech, but what she caught makes Paula fearful. She doesn’t want a fresh start or an adventure. Losing her husband in a car accident was as close to being in a soap opera as she ever wants to come. And she couldn’t care less about being rich. Yes, not having to worry about paying the heating bill will be very nice, and maybe she’ll even be able to get someone out about that ceiling stain, but otherwise, she hasn’t a clue about budgeting or how to spend her money. John always looked after all that. She wouldn’t even know where to start with twenty-one million pounds.

‘Look, I know your life has been on pause for the last month, while we waited for the ashes and made arrangements.’ Tilly looks earnest. There are new wrinkles around her eyes that weren’t there before all of this. ‘But this is it, Mum. This is the funeral. After this, you’re allowed – you’re supposed – to start moving on. To start living your life again.’

‘What life?’ Paula asks, but she’s drowned out by sudden yelling, over at the bar.

‘Oops,’ Seb nods towards the noise, blinking red eyes. ‘Looks like the uncles are rectifying that sober situation.’

Paula follows his eyeline to where Pete, Tom and Leonard are roaring loudly with each other over what looks like more whisky. They’re laughing over a childhood spent torturing one another.

‘And then we held John’s head down the loo and flushed it five times!’ yells Pete, and Paula feels the room’s eyes turning in the direction of the booming men.

‘Bloody idiots,’ Tilly murmurs, as twenty feet away, Bridget the Secretary is forced to wail even louder to outdo the uncles.

‘Do you remember when he tried to hit us with an axe and we locked him outside in the garden?’ Tom yells, delighted by the childish violence. He’s wearing one of John’s shirts, Paula realises. He took possession of her husband’s clothes so quickly after the will-reading a week and a half ago. Paula keeps opening that side of the wardrobe to stare at the emptiness there. It still smells like John, but otherwise, it’s like half of her has disappeared along with the shirts.

And that’s when she found the notebook. Tucked away on one of John’s shelves, previously buried under his Next T-shirt collection.

Her heart beats faster just thinking about it. About what it means.

She discreetly pats her coat pocket. It’s still in there.

‘You know what we should do?’ the oldest, Pete, is shouting, looking excited. ‘We should have a game of snooker in his honour!’ They collectively look around the room, disappointment lighting their eyes as they find no trace of a snooker table.

‘Not even a pool table!’ Leonard cries, pouting.

Paula wonders, as she often has, how snooker and pool can be different things when they’re both about hitting colourful balls. She would ask the brothers, but they didn’t exactly leave on the best of terms after the will-reading the other week. By the end of their visit, Paula had been on the verge of transferring the whole twenty million, but Tilly overruled her.

‘Let’s do karaoke instead then!’ shouts Tom, who has always been the biggest show-off. He’s also got one of John’s belt buckles on. The other two regard him sceptically.

‘Did John actually like karaoke?’ Leonard asks.

‘Who cares?’ comes the reply, as Tom downs his whisky in one and waves for another.

There is no karaoke machine, or indeed, even any access to a microphone, so the unsanctioned funeral karaoke begins, consisting mostly of the men shouting the words to Gloria Gaynor’s ‘I Will Survive’.

Which, honestly, feels far too on the nose for Paula’s liking.

The widow and her children watch agape. Misha tiptoes towards them, looking mortified.

‘Is this . . .’ She waves at the singing ‘Is this OK?’

‘No!’ Tilly replies firmly, taking her wife’s hand as they all watch with horror. ‘It’s really not OK.’

‘Should we do something?’ Paula asks in a whisper.

‘Yes,’ her daughter says with determination, turning to face her. ‘You should say something, Mum. You’re the grieving widow. You need to tell them to stop! They’re making a mockery of Dad’s funeral.’

Beside them, Seb quietly joins in with the singing, his foot tapping. Across the room, Bridget’s wailing is now in tune.

Paula gulps. Is it really her responsibility? Couldn’t someone else be in charge today? She can’t stand confrontation at the best of times and this is . . . a lot. John’s brothers have always terrified her, and when they get like this, they’re even harder to restrain.

Tilly tuts. ‘Come on, Mum, it’s time to stop being so agreeable and meek!’ She waves a finger with authority, as Paula nods meekly, agreeing. ‘They don’t get to do this at my dad’s funeral! Dad didn’t even like his brothers that much.’

‘He didn’t mind them,’ Paula protests diplomatically, afraid someone might hear them through the din. ‘And people seem to be enjoying it.’ She waves at the crowd, who are variously dancing and singing along.

Paula eyes the room now, wondering about John’s work colleagues at the IT consultancy. He worked there for twenty-five years, and not one of them has made an appearance today. She shakes her head at the injustice of everything. They were the ones who sent John on the trip to Austria for the conference. They were the ones who pushed when he said he didn’t want to fly. They’re the ones who suggested John drive the twenty-plus hours across Europe. Paula is here today because of them. John’s not here today because of them.

Perhaps his colleagues were too ashamed to be here. Perhaps there’s an internal investigation going on. Perhaps people are busy covering for his absence. Or perhaps John just wasn’t particularly popular. In her more generous moments, Paula can understand some of those reasons.

How different might things have been if he’d taken a train or hired a car? Or if someone else had been driving? What would’ve happened if he’d just . . . not gone? How different things might’ve been. How the same they might have been.

She reaches again into her pocket, stroking the thin cardboard of the notebook cover. John’s notebook, containing all of his secrets. All of their secrets. She’s been carrying it around since she found it, like some kind of security blanket.

If he hadn’t gone on that trip, at the very least, she wouldn’t be here in this dim room, watching his three brothers murder one of the best songs of her generation.

The singing gets louder and Misha squeezes Paula’s arm. ‘You OK?’ she asks for the hundredth time in a low voice and Paula nods as enthusiastically as she can. But she suddenly feels very emotional. Her daughter-in-law’s affection has made her miss her own long-gone mum. She was always good in a crisis. She would’ve given Paula lots of cuddles and helped her figure out what the hell she was supposed to do. But she’s dead now, too, and there’s every chance she wouldn’t have come anyway. She never much liked John. No one was good enough for her only daughter.

Beside her, Tilly’s had just about enough of her uncles. ‘That’s it,’ she says with determination, grabbing Paula by the arm. ‘Come on.’

Misha and Seb watch as Paula is marched across the room. As they approach, Leonard spots them and trails off, missing his cue to harmonise. Tom eyes his sister-in-law furiously, and then pointedly gets louder singing the chorus.

Paula stares at each of them, dumbstruck, as Tilly tuts. ‘Can you lot stop this?’ she shouts, trying to be heard over the racket. Tom ignores her but Pete eyes her angrily.

‘Why should we?’ he replies coldly. Paula can feel eyes on them. Anyone who wasn’t watching before, definitely is now.

‘It’s my dad’s funeral!’ Tilly yells and Pete glowers back.

‘It’s my little brother’s funeral! We’re celebrating him.’

Paula reaches for Tilly. ‘Come on, sweetheart,’ she murmurs, desperate to get away from the escalating horribleness. For a long moment, her daughter and brother-in-law glare hotly at one another, before Tilly turns away at last. As they walk away, Pete shouts something at their retreating backs. It is louder than the argument, louder than the karaoke, louder than the room’s low conversations. Every single person hears his words – acquaintances, relatives, neighbours, bar staff.

‘You don’t deserve the twenty-one million! I deserved to win the lottery so much more than any of you!’

Paula feels her stomach drop right out of her. She turns in slow motion to stare at Pete. His face is red and twisted, he’s panting lightly. She catches a few gasps from the room’s occupants and whispers of lottery and twenty-one million. All eyes are on her. She feels Tilly take her arm. Her heart racing, she reaches for the notebook, squeezing it tightly.

‘Let’s get out of here, Mum,’ her daughter says and her voice is shaking slightly. ‘The sandwiches are all gone anyway.’

Somewhere in the faraway distance, Paula notes that John’s secretary, Bridget, is still wailing, as loud as ever. And who could blame her?
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‘We’ve got a surprise for you, Mum.’ Tilly plonks herself down in John’s chair across from Paula, then waves at Seb across the kitchen. ‘Haven’t we, bro?’

Seb trots over, holding a glass of lemon squash like he is nine years old. Paula wonders if she should ask him if he’s going to the dentist and paying his taxes like other grown-ups. Although it’s quite possible her son’s occasional part-time work for his friend’s food truck doesn’t earn him enough to reach the tax threshold.

‘We think it’ll really cheer you up.’ Tilly’s still speaking and her words start to sink in. A surprise? Oh goodness, no! No, thank you. Paula’s never much enjoyed surprises and there have already been far too many in recent months. Her husband of thirty-three years heading off on a business trip to the Austrian Alps and dying in a freak car accident, for one.

Tilly regards her mother with worried eyes. ‘Are you looking after yourself, Mum?’ She leans in, her voice softer. ‘Have you had a shower today?’

Paula feels defensive. ‘I had a bath last night,’ she says, wondering if it actually was last night. The days have all been blurring into one a bit lately. Maybe it was a few nights ago? She’s definitely had at least two or three baths since the funeral two weeks ago. At least. Would it be too transparent to give herself a sniff?

Tilly disappears into the hallway, reappearing with a carrier bag. She pulls out a pink jumper with a flourish. She holds it up, smiling widely. ‘What do you think?’

Paula blinks at her. ‘You bought me a jumper?’ She’s genuinely touched. She can’t remember the last time anyone bought her something for no reason or—

‘Actually it’s Misha’s,’ Tilly shrugs. ‘But you can keep it. I nicked it this morning for you to wear during your surprise.’

Paula frowns. ‘So the jumper isn’t the surprise?’

Tilly shakes her head, looking mischievous. ‘Nope!’ She places the jumper on the table in front of Paula. ‘It’s your colour and I thought it would look nice. You’ve been wearing the same blouses on rotation for decades.’ She catches Paula’s expression and adds hastily, ‘Not that they don’t look lovely! They do! But I figured you might like to start making a few changes.’ She checks her watch again, looking excited. ‘Come on, Mum, put it on. It’s high time we celebrated you.’ She clucks happily, gesturing at the jumper on the table. When Paula doesn’t react, her daughter leans in closer, her voice conspiratorially low. ‘You’re going to love the surprise.’ She nods at Seb who looks a lot less certain.

‘Um, Tills, are we sure—’ She cuts him off with a full-wattage big-sister glare. This works – it’s always worked – and Seb concedes, giving a petrified thumbs up.

‘Come on, Mum,’ Tilly instructs, standing up, still scowling at her brother. ‘Grab your coat.’

‘I don’t want to go outside,’ Paula says mildly, but with something approximating stubbornness.

Tilly sighs and re-takes her seat, John’s seat. ‘Mum, we’re worried about you.’ She pauses, then reaches for Paula’s hand. ‘You’ve barely left the house since Dad died. It’s like you’re sitting here, waiting for him to come home and tell you what to do next. The funeral was two weeks ago and you’ve barely said a word since.’ She squeezes Paula’s fingers. ‘I think you’re in a slump – which is understandable after everything you’ve been through – but you need to do something. You need to start making the most of your life and enjoying your money. I bet you haven’t spent a single penny of it yet, have you?’ She shakes her head. ‘Frankly, you might as well have given it to the idiot uncles. At least they would’ve enjoyed spending it.’

‘On iPads and whisky,’ Seb adds in a murmur.

Paula doesn’t say anything for a minute. And then she picks up the pink jumper and pulls it on over her head. It’s too small on her, and tight around the neck. The colour is too bright. She suddenly feels very claustrophobic.

Tilly smiles widely. ‘It looks lovely, Mum!’ she tells her warmly, then nods decisively. ‘You ready?’

‘Yes,’ Paula replies, trying to smile, though she feels sick with dread.

Tilly leads Paula and Seb through the hallway.

Paula’s head spins as she grabs for her coat, immediately feeling for John’s notebook in the pocket. She can’t go anywhere without it. What if someone found it? Really, she should burn or shred it, but she can’t quite bring herself to do it.

Tilly’s hand is on the door handle. She looks abuzz. Where could they possibly be going? Her daughter’s right that she’s barely left the house lately, but the outside world seems so far away at the moment. She’s aware of how disconnected she is, but is there anything so wrong with that? What’s so important about connecting with the world anyway? The world is horrible.

Tilly leads her out the front door and into the bright sunshine. It takes a moment for Paula’s eyes to adjust to the sunlight.

A sudden burst of light explodes in her face and for a moment, Paula is certain she’s having a stroke. She tries to recall the signs one is meant to check for. There’s an acronym she’s supposed to remember, she’s sure of that. Except she can’t remember it. Is it the ABCs? No, that’s airways, breathing and something else. She can’t remember that either. FAST – that’s it! Face, Arms, Speech and . . . what’s the T? Telephone? Do people even say telephone anymore? They say phone, surely
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