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ONE

The thing about lying to your parents is, you have to do it to protect them. It’s for their own good. I mean, take my own parents. If they knew the unvarnished truth about my finances/love-life/plumbing/council tax, they’d have instant heart attacks and the doctor would say, ‘Did anyone give them a terrible shock?’ and it would all be my fault. Therefore they have been in my flat for approximately ten minutes and already I have told them the following lies:

1. L&N Executive Recruitment will start making profits soon, I’m sure of it.

2. Natalie is a fantastic business partner and it was a really brilliant idea to chuck in my job to become a headhunter with her.

3. Of course I don’t just exist on pizza, black-cherry yogurts and vodka.

4. Yes, I did know about interest on parking tickets.

5. Yes, I did watch that Charles Dickens DVD they gave me for Christmas, it was great, especially that lady in the bonnet. Yes, Peggotty. That’s who I meant.

6. I was actually intending to buy a smoke alarm at the weekend, what a coincidence they should mention it.

7. Yes, it’ll be nice to see all the family again.

Seven lies. Not including all the ones about Mum’s outfit. And we haven’t even mentioned The Subject.

As I come out of my bedroom in a black dress and hastily applied mascara, I see Mum looking at my overdue phone bill on the mantelpiece.

‘Don’t worry,’ I say quickly. ‘I’m going to sort that out.’

‘Only, if you don’t,’ says Mum, ‘they’ll cut off your line, and it’ll take ages for you to get it installed again, and the mobile signal is so patchy here. What if there was an emergency? What would you do?’ Her brow is creased with anxiety. She looks as though this is all totally imminent; as though there’s a woman in labour screaming in the bedroom and floodwaters are rising outside the window, and how will we contact the helicopter? How?

‘Er … I hadn’t thought about it. Mum, I’ll pay the bill. Honest.’

Mum’s always been a worrier. She gets this tense smile with distant, frightened eyes, and you just know she’s playing out some apocalyptic scenario in her head. She looked like that throughout my last speech day at school, and afterwards confessed she’d suddenly noticed a chandelier hanging from the ceiling on a rickety chain and became obsessed by what would happen if it fell down on the girls’ heads and splintered into smithereens.

Now she tugs at her black suit, which has shoulder pads and weird metal buttons and is swamping her. I vaguely remember it from about ten years ago, when she had a phase of going to job interviews and I had to teach her all the really basic computer stuff like how to use a mouse. She ended up working for a children’s charity, which doesn’t have a formal dress code, thank goodness.

No one in my family looks good in black. Dad’s wearing a suit made out of a dull black fabric which flattens all his features. He’s actually quite handsome, my dad, in a kind of fine-boned, understated way. His hair is brown and wispy, whereas Mum’s is fair and wispy like mine. They both look really great when they’re relaxed and on their own territory – like, say, when we’re all in Cornwall on Dad’s rickety old boat, wearing fleeces and eating pasties. Or when Mum and Dad are playing in their local amateur orchestra, which is where they first met. But today, nobody’s relaxed.

‘So are you ready?’ Mum glances at my stockinged feet. ‘Where are your shoes, darling?’

I slump down on the sofa. ‘Do I have to go?’

‘Lara!’ says Mum, chidingly. ‘She was your great-aunt. She was 105, you know.’

Mum has told me my great-aunt was 105 approximately 105 times. I’m pretty sure it’s because that’s the only fact she knows about her.

‘So what? I didn’t know her. None of us knew her. This is so stupid. Why are we schlepping to Potters Bar for some crumbly old woman we didn’t even ever meet?’ I hunch my shoulders up, feeling more like a sulky three-year-old than a mature twenty-seven-year-old with her own business.

‘Uncle Bill and the others are going,’ says Dad. ‘And if they can make the effort …’

‘It’s a family occasion!’ puts in Mum brightly.

My shoulders hunch even harder. I’m allergic to family occasions. Sometimes I think we’d do better as dandelion seeds – no family, no history, just floating off into the world, each on our own piece of fluff.

‘It won’t take long,’ Mum says coaxingly.

‘It will.’ I stare at the carpet. ‘And everyone will ask me about … things.’

‘No they won’t!’ says Mum at once, glancing at Dad for backup. ‘No one will even mention … things.’

There’s silence. The Subject is hovering in the air. It’s as though we’re all avoiding looking at it. At last Dad plunges in.

‘So! Speaking of … things.’ He hesitates. ‘Are you generally … OK?’

I can see Mum listening on super-high-alert, even though she’s pretending to be concentrating on combing her hair.

‘Oh, you know,’ I say after a pause. ‘I’m fine. I mean, you can’t expect me just to snap back into—’

‘No, of course not!’ Dad immediately backs off. Then he tries again. ‘But you’re … in good spirits?’

I nod assent.

‘Good!’ says Mum, looking relieved. ‘I knew you’d get over … things.’

My parents don’t say ‘Josh’ out loud any more, because of the way I used to dissolve into heaving sobs whenever I heard his name. For a while, Mum referred to him as ‘He Who Must Not Be Named’. Now he’s just ‘things’.

‘And you haven’t … been in touch with him?’ Dad is looking anywhere but at me, and Mum appears engrossed in her handbag.

That’s another euphemism. What he means is, ‘Have you sent him any more obsessive texts?’

‘No,’ I say, flushing. ‘I haven’t, OK?’

It’s so unfair of him to bring that up. In fact, the whole thing was totally blown out of proportion. I only sent Josh a few texts. Three a day, if that. Hardly any. And they weren’t obsessive. They were just me being honest and open, which, by the way, you’re supposed to be in a relationship.

I mean, you can’t just switch off your feelings because the other person did, can you? You can’t just say, ‘Oh, right! So your plan is, we never see each other again, never make love again, never talk or communicate in any way. Fab idea, Josh, why didn’t I think of that?’

So what happens is, you write your true feelings down in a text, simply because you want to share them, and next minute your ex-boyfriend changes his phone number and tells your parents. He’s such a sneak.

‘Lara, I know you were very hurt, and this has been a painful time for you.’ Dad clears his throat. ‘But it’s been nearly two months now. You’ve got to move on, darling. See other young men … go out and enjoy yourself …’

Oh God, I can’t face another of Dad’s lectures about how plenty of men are going to fall at the feet of a beauty like me. I mean, for a start, there aren’t any men in the world, everyone knows that. And a five-foot-three girl with a snubby nose and no suntan isn’t exactly a beauty.

OK, I know I look all right sometimes. I have a heart-shaped face, wide-set green eyes and a few freckles over my nose. And to top it off, I have this little bee-stung mouth which no one else in my family has. But take it from me, I’m no supermodel.

‘So, is that what you did when you and Mum broke up that time in Polzeath? Go out and see other people?’ I can’t help throwing it out, even though this is going over old ground. Dad sighs and exchanges glances with Mum.

‘We should never have told her about that,’ she murmurs, rubbing her brow. ‘We should never have mentioned it—’

‘Because if you’d done that,’ I continue inexorably, ‘you would never have got back together again, would you? Dad would never have said that he was the bow to your violin and you would never have got married.’

This line about the bow and the violin has made it into family lore. I’ve heard the story a zillion times. Dad arrived at Mum’s house, all sweaty because he’d been riding on his bike, and she’d been crying but she pretended she had a cold, and they made up their fight and Granny gave them tea and shortbread. (I don’t know why the shortbread is relevant but it always gets mentioned.)

‘Lara, darling.’ Mum sighs. ‘That was very different, we’d been together three years, we were engaged—’

‘I know!’ I say defensively. ‘I know it was different. I’m just saying, people do sometimes get back together. It does happen.’

There’s silence.

‘Lara, you’ve always been a romantic soul—’ begins Dad.

‘I’m not romantic!’ I exclaim, as though this is a deadly insult. I’m staring at the carpet, rubbing the pile with my toe, but in my peripheral vision I can see Mum and Dad, each mouthing vigorously at the other to speak next. Mum’s shaking her head and pointing at Dad as though to say, ‘You go!’

‘When you break up with someone,’ Dad starts again in an awkward rush, ‘it’s easy to look backwards and think life would be perfect if you got back together. But—’

He’s going to tell me how life is an escalator. I have to head him off, quick.

‘Dad. Listen. Please.’ Somehow I muster my calmest tones. ‘You’ve got it all wrong. I don’t want to get back together with Josh.’ I try to sound as if this is a ridiculous idea. ‘That’s not why I texted him. I just wanted closure. I mean, he broke things off with no warning, no talking, no discussion. I never got any answers. It’s like … unfinished business. It’s like reading an Agatha Christie and never knowing whodunnit!’

There. Now they’ll understand.

‘Well,’ says Dad at length. ‘I can understand your frustrations …’

‘That’s all I ever wanted,’ I say as convincingly as I can. ‘To understand what Josh was thinking. To talk things over. To communicate like two civilized human beings.’

And to get back together with him, my mind adds, like a silent, truthful arrow. Because I know Josh still loves me, even if no one else thinks so.

But there’s no point saying that to my parents. They’d never get it. How could they? They have no concept of how amazing Josh and I were as a couple; how we fitted together perfectly. They don’t understand how he obviously made a panicked, rushed, boy-type decision based on some nonexistent reason, probably, and how if I could just talk to him, I’m sure I could straighten everything out and we’d be together again.

Sometimes I feel streets ahead of my parents, just like Einstein must have done when his friends kept saying, ‘The universe is straight, Albert, take it from us,’ and inside he was secretly thinking, ‘I know it’s curved. I’ll show you one day.’

Mum and Dad are surreptitiously mouthing at each other again. I should put them out of their misery.

‘Anyway, you mustn’t worry about me,’ I say hastily. ‘Because I have moved on. I mean, OK, maybe I haven’t moved on totally,’ I amend as I see their dubious expressions, ‘but I’ve accepted that Josh doesn’t want to talk. I’ve realized that it just wasn’t meant to be. I’ve learned a lot about myself, and … I’m in a good place. Really.’

My smile is pasted on my face. I feel like I’m chanting the mantra of some wacky cult. I should be wearing robes and banging a tambourine.

Hare hare … I’ve moved on … hare hare … I’m in a good place …

Dad and Mum exchange looks. I have no idea whether they believe me, but at least I’ve given us all a way out of this sticky conversation.

‘That’s the spirit!’ Dad says, looking relieved. ‘Well done, Lara, I knew you’d get there. And you’ve got the business with Natalie to focus on, which is obviously going tremendously well …’

My smile becomes even more cult-like. ‘Absolutely!’

Hare hare … my business is going well … hare hare … it’s not a disaster at all …

‘I’m so glad you’ve come through this.’ Mum comes over and kisses the top of my head. ‘Now, we’d better get going. Find yourself some black shoes, chop chop!’

With a resentful sigh I get to my feet and drag myself into my bedroom. It’s a beautiful sunshiny day. And I get to spend it at a hideous family occasion involving a dead, 105-year-old person. Sometimes life really sucks.

* * *

As we pull up in the drab little car park of the Potters Bar Funeral Centre, I notice a small crowd of people outside a side door. Then I see the glint of a TV camera and a fluffy microphone bobbing above people’s heads.

‘What’s going on?’ I peer out of the car window. ‘Something to do with Uncle Bill?’

‘Probably.’ Dad nods.

‘I think someone’s doing a documentary about him,’ Mum puts in. ‘Trudy mentioned it. Because of his book.’

This is what happens when one of your relations is a celebrity. You get used to TV cameras being around. And people saying, when you introduce yourself, ‘Lington? Any relation to Lingtons Coffee, ha ha?’ and being gobsmacked when you say, ‘Yes.’

My Uncle Bill is the Bill Lington, who started Lingtons Coffee from nothing at the age of twenty-six, and built it up into a worldwide empire of coffee shops. His face is printed on every single coffee cup, which makes him more famous than the Beatles or something. You’d recognize him if you saw him. And right now he’s even more high-profile than usual because his autobiography, Two Little Coins, came out last month and is a bestseller. Apparently Pierce Brosnan might play him in the movie.

Of course, I’ve read it from cover to cover. It’s all about how he was down to his last twenty pence and bought a coffee and it tasted so terrible it gave him the idea to run coffee shops. So he opened one, and started a chain, and now he pretty much owns the world. His nickname is ‘The Alchemist’, and according to some article last year, the entire business world would like to know the secrets of his success.

That’s why he started his ‘Two Little Coins’ seminars. I secretly went to one a few months ago. Just in case I could get some tips on running a brand-new business. There were two hundred people there, all lapping up every word, and at the end we had to hold two coins up in the air and say, ‘This is my beginning.’ It was totally cheesy and embarrassing, but everyone around me seemed really inspired. Personally speaking, I was listening hard all the way through and I still don’t know how he did it.

I mean, he was twenty-six when he made his first million. Twenty-six! He just started a business and became an instant success. Whereas I started a business six months ago and all I’ve become is an instant headcase.

‘Maybe you and Natalie will write a book about your business one day!’ says Mum, as though she can read my mind.

‘Global domination is just around the corner,’ chimes in Dad, heartily.

‘Look, a squirrel!’ I point hastily out of the window. My parents have been so supportive of my business, I can’t tell them the truth. So I just change the subject whenever they mention it.

To be strictly accurate, you could say Mum wasn’t instantly supportive. In fact, you could say that when I first announced I was giving up my marketing job and taking out all my savings to start a headhunting company, having never been a headhunter in my life or knowing anything about it, she went into total meltdown.

But she calmed down when I explained that I was going into partnership with my best friend, Natalie. And that Natalie was a top executive headhunter and would be fronting the business at first while I did the admin and marketing and learned the skills of headhunting myself. And that we already had several contracts lined up and would pay off the bank loan in no time.

It all sounded such a brilliant plan. It was a brilliant plan. Until a month ago, when Natalie went on holiday, fell in love with a Goan beach bum, and texted me a week later to say she didn’t know exactly when she’d be coming back, but the details of everything were in the computer and I’d be fine and the surf was fabulous out here, I should really visit, big kisses Natalie xxxxx.

I am never going into business with Natalie again. Ever.

‘Now is this off?’ Mum is jabbing uncertainly at her mobile phone. ‘I can’t have it ringing during the service.’

‘Let’s have a look.’ Dad pulls into a parking space, turns off the engine and takes it. ‘You want to put it on silent mode.’

‘No!’ says Mum in alarm. ‘I want it off! The silent mode may malfunction!’

‘Here we are then.’ Dad presses the side button. ‘All off.’ He hands it back to Mum, who eyes it anxiously.

‘But what if it somehow turns itself back on while it’s in my bag?’ She looks pleadingly at both of us. ‘That happened to Mary at the boat club, you know. The thing just came alive in her handbag and rang, while she was doing jury duty. They said she must have bumped it, or touched it somehow …’

Her voice is rising and becoming breathless. This is where my sister Tonya would lose patience and snap, ‘Don’t be so stupid, Mum, of course your phone won’t turn itself on!’

‘Mum.’ I take it gently from her. ‘How about we leave it in the car?’

‘Yes.’ She relaxes a little. ‘Yes, that’s a good idea. I’ll put it in the glove compartment.’

I glance at Dad, who gives me a tiny smile. Poor Mum. All this ridiculous stuff going on in her head. She really needs to get things in proportion.

As we approach the funeral centre, I hear Uncle Bill’s distinctive drawl carrying on the air, and sure enough, as we make our way through the little crowd, there he is, with his leather jacket and permatan and springy hair. Everyone knows Uncle Bill is obsessed about his hair. It’s thick and luxuriant and jet black, and if any newspaper ever suggests that he dyes it, he threatens to sue them.

‘Family’s the most important thing,’ he’s saying to an interviewer in jeans. ‘Family is the rock we all stand on. If I have to interrupt my schedule for a funeral, then so be it.’ I can see the admiration pass through the crowd. One girl, who’s holding a Lingtons takeaway cup, is clearly beside herself and keeps whispering to her friend, ‘It’s really him!’

‘If we could leave it there for now …’ One of Uncle Bill’s assistants approaches the cameraman. ‘Bill has to go into the funeral home. Thanks, guys. Just a few autographs …’ he adds to the crowd.

We wait patiently at the side until everyone has got Uncle Bill to scribble on their coffee cups and funeral programmes with a Sharpie, while the camera films them. Then, at last, they melt away and Uncle Bill heads our way.

‘Hi, Michael. Good to see you.’ He shakes Dad’s hand, then immediately turns back to an assistant. ‘Have you got Steve on the line yet?’

‘Here.’ The assistant hastily hands Uncle Bill a phone.

‘Hello, Bill!’ Dad is always unfailingly polite to Uncle Bill. ‘It’s been a while. How are you doing? Congratulations on your book.’

‘Thank you for the signed copy!’ puts in Mum brightly.

Bill nods briefly at all of us, then says straight into the phone, ‘Steve, I got your email.’ Mum and Dad exchange glances. Obviously that’s the end of our big family catch-up.

‘Let’s find out where we’re supposed to be going,’ murmurs Mum to Dad. ‘Lara, are you coming?’

‘Actually, I’ll stay out here for a moment,’ I say on impulse. ‘See you inside!’

I wait until my parents have disappeared, then edge closer to Uncle Bill. I’ve suddenly hatched a demon plan. At his seminar, Uncle Bill said the key to success for any entrepreneur was grabbing every opportunity. Well, I’m an entrepreneur, aren’t I? And this is an opportunity, isn’t it?

I wait until he seems to have finished his conversation, then say hesitantly, ‘Hi, Uncle Bill. Could I talk to you for a moment?’

‘Wait.’ He lifts a hand, and puts his BlackBerry to his ear. ‘Hi, Paulo. What’s up?’ His eyes swivel to me and he beckons, which I guess is my cue to speak.

‘Did you know I’m a headhunter now?’ I give a nervous smile. ‘I’ve gone into partnership with a friend. We’re called L&N Executive Recruitment. Could I tell you about our business?’

Uncle Bill frowns at me thoughtfully for a moment, then says, ‘Hold on, Paulo.’

Oh wow! He’s put his phone call on hold! For me!

‘We specialize in finding highly qualified, motivated individuals for senior executive positions,’ I say, trying not to gabble. ‘I wondered if maybe I could talk with someone in your HR department, explain our services, maybe put a pitch together …’

‘Lara.’ Uncle Bill lifts a hand to stop me. ‘What would you say if I put you in touch with my Head of Recruitment and told her, “This is my niece, give her a chance”?’

I feel an explosion of delight. I want to sing Hallelujah. My gamble paid off!

‘I’d say thank you very much, Uncle Bill!’ I manage, trying to stay calm. ‘I’d do the best job I could, I’d work twenty-four-seven, I’d be so grateful—’

‘No.’ He interrupts. ‘You wouldn’t. You wouldn’t respect yourself.’

‘Wh- what?’ I stop in confusion.

‘I’m saying no.’ He shoots me a dazzling white smile. ‘I’m doing you a favour, Lara. If you make it on your own, you’ll feel so much better. You’ll feel you’ve earned it.’

‘Right.’ I swallow, my face burning with humiliation. ‘I mean, I do want to earn it. I do want to work hard. I just thought maybe …’

‘If I can come from two little coins, Lara, so can you.’ He holds my gaze for a moment. ‘Believe in yourself. Believe in your dream. Here.’

Oh no. Please no. He’s reached in his pocket and is now holding out two ten-pence pieces to me.

‘These are your two little coins.’ He gives me a deep, earnest look, the same way he does on the TV ad. ‘Lara, close your eyes. Feel it. Believe it. Say, “This is my beginning.”’

‘This is my beginning,’ I mumble, cringing all over. ‘Thanks.’

Uncle Bill nods, then turns back to the phone. ‘Paulo. Sorry about that.’

Hot with embarrassment, I edge away. So much for grabbing opportunities. So much for contacts. I just want to get through this stupid funeral and go home.

I head round the building and through the front glass doors of the funeral centre to find myself in a foyer with upholstered chairs and posters of doves and a subdued air. There’s no one about, not even at the reception desk.

Suddenly I hear singing coming from behind a pale wood door. Shit. It’s started. I’m missing it. I hurriedly push the door open – and sure enough, there are rows of benches filled with people. The room is so crowded that as I edge in, the people standing at the back have to jostle to one side. I find myself a space as unobtrusively as possible.

As I look around, trying to spot Mum and Dad, I’m overwhelmed by the sheer number of people here. And the flowers. All down the sides of the room there are gorgeous arrangements in shades of white and cream. A woman at the front is singing ‘Pie Jesu’, but there are so many people in front of me, I can’t see. Near me, a couple of people are sniffing, and one girl has tears streaming openly down her face. I feel a bit chastened. All these people, here for my great-aunt, and I never even knew her.

I didn’t even send any flowers, I realize in sudden mortification. Should I have written a card or something? God, I hope Mum and Dad sorted it all out.

The music is so lovely, and the atmosphere is so emotional that suddenly I can’t help it, I feel my eyes pricking too. Next to me is an old lady in a black velvet hat, who notices and clicks her tongue sympathetically.

‘Do you have a handkerchief, dear?’ she whispers.

‘No,’ I admit, and she immediately snaps open her large, old-fashioned patent bag. A smell of camphor rises up, and inside I glimpse several pairs of spectacles, a box of mints, a packet of hair pins, a box labelled ‘String’ and half a packet of digestive biscuits.

‘You should always bring a handkerchief to a funeral.’ She offers me a packet of tissues.

‘Thanks,’ I gulp, taking one. ‘That’s really kind. I’m the great-niece, by the way.’

She nods sympathetically. ‘This must be a terrible time for you. How’s the family coping?’

‘Er … well …’ I fold up the tissue, wondering how to answer. I can’t exactly say, ‘No one’s that bothered, in fact Uncle Bill’s still on his BlackBerry outside.’ ‘We all have to support each other at this time,’ I improvise at last.

‘That’s it.’ The old lady nods gravely as though I’ve said something really wise, as opposed to straight off a Hallmark card. ‘We all have to support each other.’ She clasps my hand. ‘I’d be glad to talk, dear, any time you want to. It’s an honour to meet any relative of Bert’s.’

‘Thank you—’ I begin automatically, then halt.

Bert?

I’m sure my aunt wasn’t called Bert. In fact, I know she wasn’t. She was called Sadie.

‘You know, you look a lot like him.’ The woman’s surveying my face.

Shit. I’m in the wrong funeral.

‘Something about the forehead. And you have his nose. Did anyone ever tell you that, dear?’

‘Um … sometimes!’ I say wildly. ‘Actually, I’ve just got to … er … Thanks so much for the tissue …’ I hastily start making my way back towards the door.

‘It’s Bert’s great-niece.’ I can hear the old lady’s voice following me. ‘She’s very upset, poor thing.’

I practically throw myself at the pale wooden door, and find myself in the foyer again, almost landing on Mum and Dad. They’re standing with a woman in a dark suit with woolly grey hair and a stack of leaflets in her hand.

‘Lara! Where were you?’ Mum looks in puzzlement at the door. ‘What were you doing in there?’

‘Were you in Mr Cox’s funeral?’ The grey-haired woman looks taken aback.

‘I got lost!’ I say defensively. ‘I didn’t know where to go! You should put signs on the doors!’

Silently, the woman raises her hand and points at a plastic-lettered sign above the door: ‘Bertram Cox – 1.30 p.m.’ Damn. Why didn’t I notice that?

‘Well, anyway.’ I try to regain my dignity. ‘Let’s go. We need to bag a seat.’


TWO

Bag a seat. What a joke. I’ve never been at anything as depressing as this, my whole entire life.

OK, I know it’s a funeral. It’s not supposed to be a riot. But at least Bert’s funeral had lots of people and flowers and music and atmosphere. At least that other room felt like something.

This room has nothing. It’s bare and chilly, with just a closed coffin at the front and ‘Sadie Lancaster’ in crappy plastic letters on a noticeboard. No flowers, no lovely smell, no singing, just some muzak piped out of speakers. And the place is practically empty. Just Mum, Dad and me on one side; Uncle Bill, Aunt Trudy and my cousin Diamanté on the other.

I surreptitiously run my gaze over the other side of the family. Even though we’re related, they still seem like a celebrity magazine come to life. Uncle Bill is sprawled on his plastic chair as though he owns the place, typing on his BlackBerry. Aunt Trudy is flicking through Hello!, probably reading about all her friends. She’s wearing a tight black dress, her blonde hair is swept artfully around her face and her cleavage is even more tanned and impressive than last time I saw her. Aunt Trudy married Uncle Bill twenty years ago, and I swear she looks younger today than she does in her wedding pictures.

Diamanté’s platinum-blonde hair sweeps down to her bum and she’s wearing a minidress covered with a skull print. Really tasteful for a funeral. She has her iPod plugged in and is texting on her mobile and keeps looking at her watch with a sulky scowl. Diamanté is seventeen, and has two cars and her own fashion label called ‘Tutus and Pearls’ that Uncle Bill set up for her. (I looked at it online once. The dresses all cost four hundred pounds and everyone who buys one gets their name on a special ‘Diamanté’s Best Friends’ list and half of them are celebs’ kids. It’s like Facebook, but with dresses.)

‘Hey, Mum,’ I say. ‘How come there aren’t any flowers?’

‘Oh.’ Mum immediately looks anxious. ‘I spoke to Trudy about flowers, and she said she would do it. Trudy?’ she calls over. ‘What happened about the flowers?’

‘Well!’ Trudy closes Hello! and swivels around as though she’s quite up for a chat. ‘I know we discussed it. But do you know the price of all this?’ She gestures around. ‘And we’re sitting here for, what, twenty minutes? You’ve got to be realistic, Pippa. Flowers would be a waste.’

‘I suppose so,’ Mum says hesitantly.

‘I mean, I don’t begrudge the old lady a funeral.’ Aunt Trudy leans towards us, lowering her voice. ‘But you have to ask yourself, “What did she ever do for us?” I mean, I didn’t know her. Did you?’

‘Well, it was difficult.’ Mum looks pained. ‘She’d had the stroke, she was bewildered a lot of the time …’

‘Exactly!’ Trudy nods. ‘She didn’t understand anything. What was the point? It’s only because of Bill that we’re here.’ Trudy glances at Uncle Bill fondly. ‘He’s too soft-hearted for his own good. I often say to people—’

‘Crap!’ Diamanté rips out her earphones and looks at her mother scornfully. ‘We’re only here for Dad’s show. He wasn’t planning to come till the producer said a funeral would “massively up his sympathy quotient”. I heard them talking.’

‘Diamanté!’ exclaims Aunt Trudy crossly.

‘It’s true! He’s the biggest hypocrite on earth, and so are you. And I’m supposed to be at Hannah’s house, right now.’ Diamanté’s cheeks puff out resentfully. ‘Her dad’s, like, having this big party for his new movie and I’m missing it. Just so Dad can look all “family” and “caring”. It’s so unfair.’

‘Diamanté!’ says Trudy tartly. ‘It’s your father who paid for you and Hannah to go to Barbados, remember? And that boob job you keep talking about, who’s paying for that, do you think?’

Diamanté draws a deep breath as though mortally offended. ‘That is so unfair. My boob job’s for charity.’

I can’t help leaning forward with interest. ‘How can a boob job be for charity?’

‘I’m going to do a magazine interview about it afterwards and give the proceeds to charity,’ she says proudly. ‘Like, half the proceeds or something?’

I glance at Mum. She looks so speechless with shock, I almost burst into giggles.

‘Hello?’

We all look up to see a woman in grey trousers and a dog collar heading up the aisle towards us.

‘Many apologies,’ she says, spreading her hands. ‘I hope you haven’t been waiting too long.’ She has cropped salt-and- pepper hair, dark-rimmed glasses and a deep, almost masculine voice. ‘My condolences on your loss.’ She glances at the bare coffin. ‘I don’t know if you were informed, but it’s normal to put up photographs of your loved one …’

We all exchange blank, awkward looks. Then Aunt Trudy gives a sudden click of the tongue. ‘I’ve got a photo. The nursing home sent it on.’

She rummages in her bag and produces a brown envelope, out of which she draws a battered-looking Polaroid. As she passes it over, I take a look. It shows a tiny, wrinkled old lady, hunched over in a chair, wearing a shapeless, pale-mauve cardigan. Her face is folded over in a million lines. Her white hair is a translucent puff of candyfloss. Her eyes are opaque, as though she can’t even see the world.

So that was my Great-Aunt Sadie. And I never even met her.

The vicar looks at the print dubiously, then pins it on to a big noticeboard, where it looks totally sad and embarrassing, all on its own.

‘Would any of you like to speak about the deceased?’

Mutely, we all shake our heads.

‘I understand. It can often be too painful for close family.’ The vicar produces a notebook and pencil from her pocket. ‘In which case I’ll be glad to speak on your behalf. If you could perhaps just give me some details. Incidents from her life. Tell me everything about Sadie that we should be celebrating.’

There’s silence.

‘We didn’t really know her,’ Dad says apologetically. ‘She was very old.’

‘A hundred and five,’ Mum puts in. ‘She was a hundred and five.’

‘Was she ever married?’ the vicar prompts.

‘Er …’ Dad’s brow is wrinkled. ‘Was there a husband, Bill?’

‘Dunno. Yeah, I think there was. Don’t know what he was called, though.’ Uncle Bill hasn’t even looked up from his BlackBerry. ‘Can we get on with this?’

‘Of course.’ The vicar’s sympathetic smile has frozen. ‘Well, perhaps just some small anecdote from the last time you visited her … some hobby …’

There’s another guilty silence.

‘She’s wearing a cardigan in the picture,’ ventures Mum at last. ‘Maybe she knitted it … Maybe she liked knitting.’

‘Did you never visit her?’ The vicar is clearly forcing herself to stay polite.

‘Of course we did!’ says Mum defensively. ‘We popped in to see her in …’ She thinks. ‘1982, I think it was. Lara was a baby.’

‘1982?’ The vicar looks scandalized.

‘She didn’t know us,’ puts in Dad quickly. ‘She really wasn’t all there.’

‘What about from earlier in her life?’ The vicar sounds slightly outraged. ‘No achievements? Stories from her youth?’

‘Jeez, you don’t give up, do you?’ Diamanté rips her iPod speakers out of her ears. ‘Can’t you tell we’re only here because we have to be? She didn’t do anything special. She didn’t achieve anything. She was nobody! Just some million-year- old nobody.’

‘Diamanté!’ says Aunt Trudy in mild reproof. ‘That’s not very nice.’

‘It’s true, though, isn’t it? I mean, look!’ She gestures scornfully around the empty room. ‘If only six people came to my funeral I’d shoot myself.’

‘Young lady.’ The vicar takes a few steps forward, her face flushing with anger. ‘No human on God’s earth is a nobody.’

‘Yeah, whatever,’ says Diamanté rudely, and I can see the vicar opening her mouth to make another retort.

‘Diamanté.’ Uncle Bill lifts a hand quickly. ‘Enough. Obviously I myself regret not visiting Sadie, who I’m sure was a very special person, and I’m sure I speak for all of us.’ He’s so charming, I can see the vicar’s ruffled feathers being smoothed. ‘But what we’d like to do now is send her off with dignity. I expect you have a tight schedule, as do we.’ He taps his watch.

‘Indeed,’ says the vicar after a pause. ‘I’ll just prepare. In the meantime, please switch off your mobile phones.’ With a last disapproving look around us all, she heads out again, and Aunt Trudy immediately turns in her seat.

‘What a nerve, giving us a guilt trip! We don’t have to be here, you know.’

The door opens and we all look up – but it’s not the vicar, it’s Tonya. I didn’t know she was coming. This day just got about a hundred per cent worse.

‘Have I missed it?’ Her pneumatic drill of a voice fills the room as she strides down the aisle. ‘I just managed to scoot away from Toddler Gym before the twins had a meltdown. Honestly, this au pair is worse than the last one, and that’s saying something …’

She’s wearing black trousers and a black cardigan trimmed with leopardprint, her thick, highlighted hair pulled back in a ponytail. Tonya used to be an office manager at Shell and boss people around all day. Now she’s a full-time mum of twin boys, Lorcan and Declan, and bosses her poor au pairs around instead.

‘How are the boys?’ asks Mum, but Tonya doesn’t notice. She’s totally focused on Uncle Bill.

‘Uncle Bill, I read your book! It was amazing! It changed my life. I’ve told everyone about it. And the photo is wonderful, although it doesn’t do you justice.’

‘Thanks, sweetheart.’ Bill shoots her his standard Yes-I-know-I’m-brilliant smile, but she doesn’t seem to notice.

‘Isn’t it a fantastic book?’ She appeals to the rest of us. ‘Isn’t Uncle Bill a genius? To start with absolutely nothing! Just two coins and a big dream! It’s so inspiring for humanity!’

She’s such a suck-up, I want to hurl. Mum and Dad obviously feel the same way, as neither of them answers. Uncle Bill isn’t paying her any attention either, so reluctantly she swivels round on her heel.

‘How are you, Lara? I’ve hardly seen you lately! You’ve been hiding!’ Her eyes start focusing in on me with intent as she comes nearer and I shrink away. Uh-oh. I know that look.

My sister Tonya basically has three facial expressions:

1. Totally blank and bovine.

2. Loud, showy-offy laughter, as in ‘Uncle Bill, you kill me!’

3. Gloating delight masked as sympathy as she picks away at someone else’s misery. She’s addicted to the Real Life channel and books with tragic, scruffy kids on the cover, called things like Please, Grammy, Don’t Hit Me with the Mangle.

‘I haven’t seen you since you split up with Josh. What a shame. You two seemed so perfect together!’ Tonya tilts her head sorrowfully. ‘Didn’t they seem perfect together, Mum?’

‘Well, it didn’t work out.’ I try to sound matter-of-fact. ‘So anyway …’

‘What went wrong?’ She gives me that doe-eyed, fake-concerned look she gets when something bad happens to another person and she’s really, really enjoying it.

‘These things happen.’ I shrug.

‘But they don’t, though, do they? There’s always a reason.’ Tonya is relentless. ‘Didn’t he say anything?’

‘Tonya,’ Dad puts in gently. ‘Is this the best time?’

‘Dad, I’m just supporting Lara,’ Tonya says in affront. ‘It’s always best to talk these things through! So, was there someone else?’ Her eyes swivel back to me.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Were you getting on OK?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then why?’ She folds her arms, looking baffled and almost accusing. ‘Why?’

I don’t know why! I want to scream. Don’t you think I’ve asked myself that question a bazillion times?

‘It was just one of those things!’ I force a smile. ‘I’m fine about it. I’ve realized that it wasn’t meant to be and I’ve moved on and I’m in a good place. I’m really happy.’

‘You don’t look happy,’ Diamanté observes from across the aisle. ‘Does she, Mum?’

Aunt Trudy surveys me for a few moments.

‘No,’ she says at last, in definitive tones. ‘She doesn’t look happy.’

‘Well I am!’ I can feel tears stinging my eyes. ‘I’m just hiding it! I’m really, really, really happy!’

God, I hate all my relatives.

‘Tonya, darling, sit down,’ Mum says tactfully. ‘How did the school visit go?’

Blinking hard, I get out my phone and pretend to be checking my messages so no one bothers me. Then, before I can stop it, my finger scrolls down to Photos.

Don’t look, I tell myself firmly. Do not look.

But my fingers won’t obey me. It’s an overwhelming compulsion. I have to have one quick look, just to keep me going … My fingers are scrabbling as I summon up my favourite picture. Josh and me. Standing together on a mountain slope, arms round each other, both with ski tans. Josh’s fair hair is curling over the goggles thrust up on his head. He’s smiling at me with that perfect dimple in his cheek; that dimple I used to push my finger into, like a toddler with play dough.

We first met at a Guy Fawkes party, standing round a fire in a garden in Clapham which belonged to a girl I knew at university. Josh was handing round sparklers to everyone. He lit one for me and asked me what my name was and wrote ‘Lara’ in the darkness with his sparkler, and I laughed and asked his name. We wrote each other’s names in the air till the sparklers went dead, then edged closer to the fire and sipped mulled wine and reminisced about the fireworks parties of our childhoods. Everything we said chimed. We laughed at the same things. I’d never met anyone so easy-going. Or with such a cute smile. I can’t imagine him being with anyone else. I just can’t …

‘All right, Lara?’ Dad is glancing over at me.

‘Yes!’ I say brightly and jab off the phone before he can see the screen. As organ muzak begins I sink back in my chair, consumed with misery. I should never have come today. I should have made up an excuse. I hate my family and I hate funerals and there isn’t even any good coffee and—

‘Where’s my necklace?’ A girl’s distant voice interrupts my thoughts.

I glance round to see who it is, but there’s no one behind me. Who was that?

‘Where’s my necklace?’ the faint voice comes again. It’s high and imperious and quite posh-sounding. Is it coming from the phone? Didn’t I turn it off properly? I pull my phone out of my bag – but the screen is dead.

Weird.

‘Where’s my necklace?’ Now the voice sounds as though it’s right in my ear. I flinch, and look all around in bewilderment.

What’s even weirder is, no one else seems to have noticed.

‘Mum.’ I lean over. ‘Did you hear something just now? Like … a voice?’

‘A voice?’ Mum looks puzzled. ‘No, darling. What kind of voice?’

‘It was a girl’s voice, just a moment ago …’ I stop as I see a familiar look of anxiety coming over Mum’s face. I can almost see her thoughts, in a bubble: Dear God, my daughter’s hearing voices in her head.

‘I must have misheard,’ I say hastily, and thrust my phone away, just as the vicar reappears.

‘Please rise,’ she intones, ‘and let us all bow our heads. Dear Lord, we commend to you the soul of our sister, Sadie …’

I’m not being prejudiced, but this vicar has the most monotonous voice in the existence of mankind. We’re five minutes in and I’ve already given up trying to pay attention. It’s like school assembly; your mind just goes numb. I lean back and stare up at the ceiling, and tune out. My eyelids are just about to close when I hear the voice again, right in my ear.

‘Where’s my necklace?’

That made me jump. I swivel my head around from side to side – but again, there’s nothing. What’s wrong with me?

‘Lara!’ Mum whispers in alarm. ‘Are you OK?’

‘I’ve just got a bit of a headache,’ I hiss back. ‘I might go and sit by the window … get some air.’

Gesturing apologetically, I get up and head to a chair near the back of the room. The vicar barely notices: she’s too engrossed in her speech.

‘The end of life is the beginning of life, for as we came from earth, so we return to earth …’

‘Where’s my necklace? I need it.’

I turn my head sharply from side to side, hoping to catch the speaker this time. And then suddenly I see it. A hand.

A slim, manicured hand, resting on the chairback in front of me.

I move my eyes along, incredulously. The hand belongs to a long, pale, sinuous arm. Which belongs to a girl about my age. Who’s lounging on a chair in front of me, her fingers drumming impatiently. She has dark, bobbed hair, and a silky sleeveless pale-green dress, and I can just glimpse a pale, jutting chin.

I’m too astonished to do anything except gape.

Who the hell is that?

As I watch, she swings herself off her chair as though she can’t bear to sit still, and starts to pace up and down. Her dress falls straight to the knee, with little pleats at the bottom which swish about as she walks.

‘I need it,’ she’s muttering in agitation. ‘Where is it? Where is it?’

Her voice has a clipped, pinched accent, just like in old-fashioned black and white films. I glance wildly over at the rest of my family – but no one else has noticed her. No one has even heard her voice. Everyone else is sitting quietly.

Suddenly, as though she senses my gaze on her, the girl wheels round and fixes her eyes on mine. They’re so dark and glittering, I can’t tell what colour they are, but they widen incredulously as I stare back.

OK. I’m starting to panic here. I’m having a hallucination. A full-on, walking, talking hallucination. And it’s coming towards me.

‘You can see me.’ She points a white finger at me and I shrink back in my seat. ‘You can see me!’

I shake my head quickly. ‘I can’t.’

‘And you can hear me!’

‘No, I can’t.’

I’m aware of Mum at the front of the room, turning to frown at me. Quickly I cough, and gesture at my chest. When I turn back, the girl has gone. Vanished.

Thank God for that. I thought I was going crazy. I mean, I know I’ve been stressed out recently, but to have an actual vision—

‘Who are you?’ I nearly jump out of my skin as the girl’s voice punctuates my thoughts again. Now suddenly she’s striding down the aisle towards me. ‘Who are you?’ she demands. ‘Where is this? Who are these people?’

Do not reply to the hallucination, I tell myself firmly. It’ll only encourage it. I swivel my head away, and try to pay attention to the vicar.

‘Who are you?’ The girl has suddenly appeared right in front of me. ‘Are you real?’ She raises a hand as though to prod my shoulder and I cringe away, but her hand swishes straight through me and comes out the other side.

I gasp in shock. The girl stares in bewilderment at her hand, then at me. ‘What are you?’ she demands. ‘Are you a dream?’

‘Me?’ I can’t help retorting in an indignant undertone. ‘Of course I’m not a dream! You’re the dream!’

‘I’m not a dream!’ She sounds equally indignant.

‘Who are you, then?’ I can’t help shooting back.

Immediately I regret it, as Mum and Dad both glance back at me. If I told them I was talking to a hallucination, they’d flip. I’d be incarcerated in The Priory tomorrow.

The girl juts her chin out. ‘I’m Sadie. Sadie Lancaster.’

Sadie … ?

No. No way.

I can’t quite move. My eyes are flicking madly from the girl in front of me to the wizened, candyfloss-haired old woman in the Polaroid, and then back again to the girl. I’m hallucinating my dead, 105-year-old great-aunt?

The hallucination girl looks fairly freaked out, too. She turns and starts looking around the room as though taking it in for the first time. For a dizzying few seconds she appears and reappears all over the room, examining every corner, every window, like an insect buzzing round a glass tank.

I’ve never had an imaginary friend. I’ve never taken drugs. What is up with me? I tell myself to ignore the girl, to blank her out, to pay attention to the vicar. But it’s no good; I can’t help following her progress.

‘What is this place?’ She’s hovering by me now, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. She’s focusing on the coffin at the front. ‘What’s that?’

Oh God.

‘That’s nothing,’ I say hastily. ‘Nothing at all! It’s just … I mean … I wouldn’t look too closely, if I were you …’

Too late. She’s appeared at the coffin, staring down at it. I can see her reading the name ‘Sadie Lancaster’ on the plastic noticeboard. I can see her face jolt in shock. After a few moments she turns towards the vicar, who is still droning on in her monotone: ‘Sadie found contentment in marriage, which can be an inspiration to us all …’

The girl puts her face right up close to the vicar’s and regards her with disdain. ‘You fool,’ she says scathingly.

‘She was a woman who lived to a great age,’ the vicar carries on, totally oblivious. ‘I look at this picture …’ She gestures at the photo with an understanding smile. ‘… and I see a woman who, despite her infirmity, led a beautiful life. Who found solace in small things. Knitting, for example.’

‘Knitting?’ the girl echoes incredulously.

‘So.’ The vicar has obviously finished her speech. ‘Let us all bow our heads for a final moment of silence before we say farewell.’ She steps down from the podium, and the organ muzak begins again.

‘What happens now?’ The girl looks round, suddenly alert. A moment later she’s by my side. ‘What happens now? Tell me! Tell me!’

‘Well, the coffin goes behind that curtain,’ I murmur in an undertone. ‘And then … er …’ I trail off, consumed by embarrassment. How do I put it tactfully? ‘We’re at a crematorium, you see. So that would mean …’ I wheel my hands vaguely.

The girl’s face blanches with shock, and I watch in discomfiture as she starts fading to a weird, pale, translucent state. It almost seems as if she’s fainting – but even more so. For a moment I can almost see right through her. Then, as though making some inner resolution, she comes back.

‘No.’ She shakes her head. ‘That can’t happen. I need my necklace. I need it.’

‘Sorry,’ I say, helplessly. ‘Nothing I can do.’

‘You have to stop the funeral.’ She suddenly looks up, her eyes dark and glittering.

‘What?’ I stare at her. ‘I can’t!’

‘You can! Tell them to stop!’ As I turn away, trying to tune her out, she appears at my other side. ‘Stand up! Say something!’

Her voice is as insistent and piercing as a toddler’s. I’m frantically ducking my head in all directions, trying to avoid her.

‘Stop the funeral! Stop it! I must have my necklace!’ She’s an inch away from my face; her fists are banging on my chest. I can’t feel them, but I still flinch. In desperation I get to my feet and move back a row, knocking over a chair with a clatter.

‘Lara, are you all right?’ Mum looks over in alarm.

‘Fine,’ I manage, trying to ignore the yelling in my ear as I sink down into another seat.

‘I’ll order the car,’ Uncle Bill is saying to Aunt Trudy. ‘This should be over in five.’

‘Stop it! Stop-it-stop-it-stop-it!’ The girl’s voice rises to the most penetrating shriek, like feedback in my ear. I’m going schizophrenic. Now I know why people assassinate presidents. There’s no way I can ignore her. She’s like a banshee. I can’t stand this any longer. I’m clutching my head, trying to block her out, but it’s no good. ‘Stop! Stop! You have to stop—’

‘OK! OK! Just shut up!’ In desperation, I get to my feet. ‘Wait!’ I shout. ‘Stop, everybody! You have to stop the funeral! STOP THE FUNERAL!’

To my relief, the girl stops shrieking.

On the downside, my entire family has turned to gape at me as if I’m a lunatic. The vicar presses a button in a wooden panel set in the wall, and the organ muzak abruptly stops.

‘Stop the funeral?’ says Mum at last.

I nod silently. I don’t feel quite in control of my faculties, to be honest.

‘But why?’

‘I … um …’ I clear my throat. ‘I don’t think it’s the right time. For her to go.’

‘Lara.’ Dad sighs. ‘I know you’re under strain at the moment, but really …’ He turns to the vicar. ‘I do apologize. My daughter hasn’t been quite herself lately. Boyfriend trouble,’ he mouths.

‘This is nothing to do with that!’ I protest indignantly, but everyone ignores me.

‘Ah. I understand.’ The vicar nods sympathetically. ‘Lara, we’ll finish the funeral now,’ she says, as though I’m a three-year- old. ‘And then perhaps you and I will have a cup of tea together and a little talk. How about that?’

She presses the button again and the organ muzak resumes. A moment later, the coffin starts moving creakily away on its plinth, disappearing behind the curtain. Behind me I hear a sharp gasp, then –

‘Noooo!’ comes a howl of anguish. ‘Nooo! Stop! You have to stop!’

To my horror, the girl runs up on to the plinth and starts trying to push the coffin back. But her arms don’t work; they keep sinking through.

‘Please!’ She looks up and addresses me desperately. ‘Don’t let them!’

I’m starting to feel genuine panic here. I don’t know why I’m hallucinating this, or what it means. But it feels real. Her torment looks real. I can’t just sit back and witness this.

‘No!’ I shout. ‘Stop!’

‘Lara – ’ Mum begins.

‘I mean it! There’s a just cause and impediment why this coffin cannot be … fried. You have to stop! Now!’ I hurry down the aisle. ‘Press that button or I’ll do it myself!’

Looking flustered, the vicar presses the button again, and the coffin comes to a standstill.

‘Dear, perhaps you should wait outside.’

‘She’s showing off, as usual!’ says Tonya impatiently. ‘“Just cause and impediment”. I mean, how on earth could there be? Just get on with it!’ She addresses the vicar bossily, who bristles slightly.

‘Lara.’ She ignores Tonya and turns to me. ‘Do you have a reason for wanting to stop your great-aunt’s funeral?’

‘Yes!’

‘And that is … ?’ She pauses questioningly.

Oh God. What am I supposed to say? Because a hallucination told me to?

‘It’s because … er …’

‘Say I was murdered!’ I look up in shock, to see the girl right in front of me. ‘Say it! Then they’ll have to put off the funeral. Say it!’ She’s beside me, shouting in my ear again. ‘Say it! Say-it- say-it-say-it—’

‘I think my aunt was murdered!’ I blurt out in desperation.

I have seen my family looking at me, gobsmacked, on a number of occasions in my time. But nothing has ever provoked a reaction like this. They’re all turned in their seats, their jaws hanging in incomprehension like some kind of still-life painting. I almost want to laugh.

‘Murdered?’ says the vicar at last.

‘Yes,’ I say forthrightly. ‘I have reason to believe there was foul play. So we need to keep the body for evidence.’

Slowly, the vicar walks towards me, narrowing her eyes, as though trying to gauge exactly how much of a time-waster I am. What she doesn’t know is, I used to play staring matches with Tonya and I always won. I gaze back, perfectly matching her grave, this-is-no-laughing-matter expression.

‘Murdered … how?’ she says.

‘I’d rather discuss that with the authorities,’ I shoot back as though I’m in an episode of CSI: Funeral Home.

‘You want me to call the police?’ She’s looking genuinely shocked now.

Oh God. Of course I don’t want her to call the bloody police. But I can’t backtrack now. I have to act convincingly.

‘Yes,’ I say after a pause. ‘Yes, I think that would be best.’

‘You can’t be taking her seriously!’ Tonya explodes. ‘It’s obvious she’s just trying to cause a sensation!’

I can tell the vicar is getting a bit pissed off with Tonya, which is quite useful for me.

‘My dear,’ she says curtly, ‘that decision does not rest with you. Any accusation like this has to be followed up. And your sister is quite right. The body would have to be preserved for forensics.’

I think the vicar’s getting into this. She probably watches TV murder mysteries every Sunday evening. Sure enough, she comes even further towards me and says in a low voice, ‘Who do you think murdered your great-aunt?’

‘I’d rather not comment at this time,’ I say darkly. ‘It’s complicated.’ I shoot a significant look at Tonya. ‘If you know what I mean.’

‘What?’ Tonya’s face starts turning pink with outrage. ‘You’re not accusing me.’

‘I’m not saying anything.’ I adopt an inscrutable air. ‘Except to the police.’

‘This is bullshit. Are we finishing this or not?’ Uncle Bill puts his BlackBerry away. ‘Because either way, my car’s here and we’ve given this old lady enough time already.’

‘More than enough!’ chimes in Aunt Trudy. ‘Come on, Diamanté, this is a farce!’ With cross, impatient gestures, she begins to gather up her celebrity magazines.

‘Lara, I don’t know what the hell you’re playing at.’ Uncle Bill scowls at Dad as he passes. ‘She needs help, your daughter. Bloody lunatic.’

‘Lara, darling.’ Mum gets out of her seat and comes over, her brow crinkled in worry. ‘You didn’t even know your Great- Aunt Sadie.’

‘Maybe I didn’t, maybe I did.’ I fold my arms. ‘There’s a lot I don’t tell you.’

I’m almost starting to believe in this murder.

The vicar is looking flustered now, as though this is all getting out of her league. ‘I think I’d better call the police. Lara, if you wait here … I think everyone else should probably leave.’

‘Lara.’ Dad comes over and takes my arm. ‘Darling.’

‘Dad … just go.’ I muster a noble, misunderstood air. ‘I have to do what I have to do. I’ll be fine.’

Shooting me various looks of alarm, outrage and pity, my family slowly file out of the room, followed by the vicar.

I’m left alone in the silent room. And it’s as if the spell has suddenly broken. What the bloody hell did I just do? Am I going mad?

Actually, it would explain a lot. Maybe I should just get admitted to some nice, peaceful mental home where you do drawing in a playsuit and don’t have to think about your failing business or ex-boyfriend or parking tickets.

I sink into a chair and exhale. At the front of the room
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Surprise Me

Sylvie and Dan have a happy marriage and are totally in sync. But when they introduce surprises into their relationship to keep things fresh, they begin to wonder if they know each other after all … 

I Owe You One

When a handsome stranger asks Fixie to watch his laptop for a moment, she ends up saving it from certain disaster. To thank her, he scribbles her an IOU. Soon, small favours became life-changing.

Love Your Life

Ava falls in love with a handsome stranger on an anonymous writing retreat. But when they return home, it seems they just can’t love each other’s lives. Can they overcome their differences to find one life, together?

The Party Crasher

Effie isn’t invited to the ‘house-cooling’ party that her dad and his glamorous new girlfriend are throwing, but it’s her last chance to retrieve her precious Russian dolls (safely tucked up a chimney). All she’ll have to do is sneak in, making sure no one sees her – especially not her ex-boyfriend. It hardly counts as crashing the party if it only takes ten minutes. How wrong can it go?

The Burnout

Sasha hits a wall, quite literally, and heads to recuperate from burnout at the Devon beach resort she loved as a child. However, it’s off-season, the hotel is falling apart and she has to share the beach with a grumpy, stressed-out guy called Finn. What if they have more in common than they think?

For Young Adults

FINDING AUDREY

Audrey can’t leave the house. She can’t even take off her dark glasses inside. But then Linus stumbles into her life. And with him on her side, Audrey can do things she’d thought were too scary. Suddenly, finding her way back to the real world seems achievable … 

For Younger Readers

[image: The Mummy Fairy and Me series]

Ella’s family have a big secret … her mummy is a fairy! She can do amazing spells with her  Computawand to make delicious cupcakes, create the perfect birthday party and cause chaos at the supermarket. But sometimes the spells go a bit wrong and that’s when Ella comes to the rescue!

Prepare for magic and mayhem in this sweet and funny new series for young readers.


‘One of the most relatable books I’ve read in a long time, I couldn’t put it down’ 
Louise Pentland (SprinkleofGlitter)

‘Fluently written, extremely entertaining’ 
Marie Claire

‘Sheer joy from start to finish’ 
Lucy Diamond

‘An insanely chatty, fast-paced romantic comedy’ 
Closer

‘High-octane, laugh-a-minute entertainment’ 
Woman & Home

‘Witty and warm’ 
OK Magazine

‘A joy to read’ 
USA Today

‘A warm-hearted comedy about appreciating what really matters in life’ 
Sunday Mirror

‘Brilliant … Funny, romantic and believable’ 
Heat

‘Fab’ 
Company
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