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About the Author

Lisa Jewell was born in London. Her first novel, Ralph’s Party, was the bestselling debut novel of 1999.

Since then she has published another sixteen novels, including Thirtynothing and 31 Dream Street, and most recently a number of dark psychological thrillers, including The Girls and Then She Was Gone (both of which were Richard & Judy Book Club picks) as well as I Found You and Watching You.

Lisa is a Top Ten New York Times and Number One Sunday Times bestselling author who has been published worldwide in over twenty-five languages.

She lives in north London with her husband, two daughters, two hairy cats, two nervous guinea pigs and a lovely auburn dog. She writes every day, a minimum of one thousand words, in a cafe, with no access to the internet, in two to three-hour sessions.




JUST SOME OF THE PRAISE FOR ONE-HIT WONDER:

‘Jewell’s third novel is a sophisticated narrative, a funny, inclusive vision of friends surmounting loneliness and death with their humour. Jewell can’t help but tell a compelling story packed with intriguing characters … In One-Hit Wonder London emerges as a true romantic hero and it has rarely been more lovingly evoked’ The Times

Jewell’s third outing, One-Hit Wonder, shows that as one of the most successful writers of the chick-lit boom, she is moving on while continuing to appeal to her readership. Characterisation is what [Jewell] does best and Ana, Lol and Flint are refreshing after chick-lit’s long run of PR girls and media guys.
‘This is traditional, light-hearted romantic fiction at its best – and with its low-level discussion of sexual mores, the perils of celebrity and the joys of ‘being yourself’, it will appeal to the heart of its young, female readership. The imitators of the genre are going to drop away, but the established, genuinely talented voices like Lisa Jewell are not stuck in a time warp of Chardonnay, first-person confessional voice and bitter jokes about men’ Literary Review

‘Jewell’s One-Hit Wonder is great, with an engaging and original plot’ New Statesman

‘One-Hit Wonder proves [Jewell’s] ability to work in light and shade. Written with intelligence, verve and wit, Jewell’s third novel is a triumph’ Hello!

‘A schmaltzy, sentimental, perceptive, tears-trickling-down-the-side-of-your-nose-on-the-bus brilliant read. *****’ Company

‘What’s remarkable about this story is not only is it warm and engaging, it’s original – no mean feat for a piece of chick-fic, or a third novel for that matter. In terms of sheer entertainment value this gets top marks. Fantastic. *****’ Heat

‘A poignant tale of life, love and loss’ Mirror

‘The story is original and the suspense is skilfully built. An infuriatingly enjoyable feel-good read’ List

‘An absorbing read’ She

‘One-Hit Wonder is a wonderfully addictive novel. Jewell tackles some serious issues with humour – proving that chick-lit can be intelligent, interesting and huge fun. The delightful One-Hit Wonder is chick-lit at its very best ****’ Sunday Express

‘A buoyant tale that will have you laughing and crying from start to finish’ Woman’s Journal

PRAISE FOR THIRTYNOTHING:

‘Lisa Jewell’s second novel stands out from the mass of chick-fic like a poppy in a cornfield’ Nova

‘Thirtynothing is not just a diversion for a few train stops on the way to the office, it will keep you up all night in a sweaty, addicted reading frenzy. First and foremost, Jewell is a comic writer who makes acute and funny observations about romance. Yet she enjoys life, London and love too much to really make them the butt of the joke. It’s a fine balance that should make Thirtynothing as popular as its predecessor. Though I would recommend finding out why for yourself’ The Times

‘This is a gem’ Mirror

‘Bubbly and addictive, it’s the best romantic comedy we’ve read in ages’ Company

‘This is a lovely book – honest fluff. It is informed throughout with a wholesome desire to please and entertain’ Daily Telegraph

‘Jewell’s exceptional skill for story-telling and her insight into the twentysomething psyche makes it easy to relate to her characters as they stumble through adulthood. Very entertaining and very funny’ Heat

‘Do we sneer? We do not. Jewell writes with lashings of what the shrinks might call emotional intelligence – pop fiction at its Independent

PRAISE FOR RALPH’S PARTY:

‘A joy … a fun, summer read’ Guardian

‘Addictive … Jilly Cooper for the combat-trouser generation’ Metro

‘Deliciously enjoyable … although there have been many books trying to decipher the new rules of engagement, Jewell’s is one of the most refreshing: addictively readable without being irritating or glib’ The Times

‘A breath of fresh air’ Tom Paulin, Late Review

‘A party worth gatecrashing! Lisa Jewell pulls off a rare trick which even the likes of Helen Fielding and Nick Hornby couldn’t quite manage. She has written a book about relationships which appeals to men and women … It’s a spicy lamb kofta in a sea of bland chicken masala’ Daily Mirror





Ana Wills

12 Main Street

Great Torrington

Devon

EX38 2AE

12th September 1999

Dearest Ana,

I never expected to have a sister. I was eleven years old when you came along and thought that the world revolved around me. Everyone expected me to be so jealous of you but I loved you from the first moment I set eyes on you. You were so tiny and weak in that incubator and I thought that I would die if anything happened to you. I’d just started my periods at the time and I remember thinking how I could have been your mother. When you came home I wanted you all to myself. I thought you were mine. I didn’t let Mum get near you. You were so precious and perfect, like a tiny little doll – almost like you were custom-made for my small arms. And you were such a good little girl. So obedient, always happy to tag along with me and run errands for me. You even gave me my name – Bee. I’d always hated Belinda, and then one day you were calling after me and you called out Bee and it stuck. I’ve been Bee since that day and I can’t imagine a time when I was called anything else.

You probably don’t remember much about the few years we lived together on Main Street. But I do. I remember everything. And you and I were very close. After Dad left I felt like I was all alone in the world. And then when Mum remarried I felt completely abandoned. Until you came along. You were my little sister and I loved you. I’ll never forget your face when I left, the tears running down your cheeks and the way you insisted I take your rabbit, William. Do you remember him? I’ve still got him, you know. He sleeps beside me, on my pillow. I always used to think he brought me good luck, but I’m not so sure any more …

You were four years old when I left and you thought I was abandoning you. I want to explain to you now why I had to leave. Life with Mum was unbearable, obviously, but it wasn’t just that. There was so much I wanted to do with my life and none of it was in Devon – it was all in London. But, if I’m to be completely honest with you – and I may as well be, now – I’ve nothing to lose – the main reason I left was because I was jealous of you. For having Bill. Your very own father. And even when you were tiny you looked just like him and there was this huge bond between you. I had no one. Only Mum and … well, you know.

I wanted to be with my father. So I left and went to live with Dad in London, and as much as it broke my heart to leave you behind, it was the best decision I ever made. I loved my father so much, Ana, and I’m in pain thinking about how you must be feeling now, without Bill. He was a wonderful, kind and gracious man. He was gentle and quiet, like you, and I can’t tell you how sorry I am for you. I also want you to know that it does get better. The pain does go away. Eventually. It really does. I won’t be at the funeral, Ana. It’s all too complicated, as I’m sure you’re aware, but I want you to know that I’ll be thinking about you every single second on Thursday.

I think about you often, Ana. I don’t know what you’re doing now or who you’re with or anything. But I often wish you were here. I should have written before, I know that. We should have kept our bond, but circumstance and Mum and, all that stupid ephemeral stuff seems to have got in the way of us being what we used to be – sisters. I’d love it if you came to visit, Ana – came to stay with me. I’m living in a beautiful flat in Belsize Park (that’s posh, by the way!) and I’ve got a cat and a motorbike. I think you’d love London. You were always such a shy little thing. So nervous. Sometimes you need to take yourself out of a familiar situation and throw yourself into the unknown to get to know yourself properly, to find out who you really are. God – listen to me – I’m acting like time stood still after the last time I saw you, like you’re still thirteen! You’re probably living in New York or trekking through the Himalayas or something right now. But somehow, Ana, I can’t quite imagine it …

It’s hard to imagine at your age, but one day you’ll be thirty-six years old – it’ll happen before you know it. You won’t have any youth left to look forward to – it’ll all be behind you and you’ll wonder where the hell it went. Don’t waste it, please. I’ve realized that I was never meant to be middle-aged. Every night, when I stand in the bathroom brushing my teeth, I look in the mirror and I cry, because it’s the end of another day. It’s like a little death, every day. Music doesn’t move me any more. Kind words and good friends and happy days don’t move me. The thought of the future doesn’t move me. There’s no magic left in anything. What I’m trying to say is this – youth is so fleeting – now’s the time to take risks. Did you keep up your music lessons? The guitar? And singing? You must be so brilliant by now – it wouldn’t surprise me if you were a hundred times more talented than me. Well, it wouldn’t surprise me if anyone was more talented than me, but that’s a different story!

I’ve changed a lot, Ana, since we last met. I’ve learned guitar! And I’ve grown up a lot. I’m not that ambitious, greedy, hard-nosed girl I used to be. Things have happened over the years. Terrible things. Things that change a person beyond recognition. Things that I could never tell anyone about. And I’m humbler now and hopefully I’m nicer, too. God, I’m rambling. Sorry. All I’m trying to say is that I’d love to spend some time with you. Here, in London. I know you probably feel like you don’t owe me anything, and you don’t. I’ve been a terrible sister to you – selfish, self-serving, thoughtless. But I’ve always loved you, and nothing would make me happier than to spend some time with you now. Show you my world and the new, improved Bee. I’d love to see London through your eyes – it might reawaken the magic within me … And to get to know you. Yes – mostly, I want to get to know you.

I don’t expect to hear from you again. But nothing would make me happier. I want this very much.

My thoughts will be with you tomorrow. Please say a prayer for Bill from me.

Your ever-loving sister.

Bee xxxx






Prologue

January 2000

Bee hissed under her breath at the cab driver sitting in all his Rothman-breathed, greasyhaired splendour while she hoisted boxes and boxes of stuff from the back of his estate car. Then she turned to hit Mr Arif, the corpulent property agent who was waiting for her on the front step, with one of her sweetest smiles – when what she actually wanted to do was put his testicles into a Corby Trouser Press and squeeze them till they popped.

It was one of those days. Wild and woolly. The sky was an intense blue and full of overfed clouds being dragged across the sun by an insistent wind, and it was bitterly, almost sadistically, cold.

Mr Arif sucked in his gut to let her squeeze past in the doorway and smiled at her unnervingly. Bee nearly gagged on the smell of his liberally applied aftershave.

‘Maybe, Mr Arif,’ she began sweetly, ‘it would be easier if you waited for me in the flat.’

‘Oh yes, Miss Bearhorn, of course. I will await you. Upstairs.’ He backed away, grinning at her as if she was the answer to all his prayers. And in a way, she was. She’d phoned him that morning, asked to see a selection of flats, looked at this one off Baker Street just an hour after their phone conversation, told him she’d take it, gone back to his office, filled in some paperwork, given him cash for three months’ rent in advance and was now moving in a mere four hours after first contacting him. He’d probably never had to do so little for his commission.

It really was a bloody miserable flat but with the meter running on the minicab and John threatening to do something unmentionable in his cat box at any minute, time to find the perfect flat hadn’t been a luxury available to her. And, besides, she quite liked the anonymity of the area around Baker Street. The blandness of it. There was no ‘scene’ in Baker Street, no vibe, just streets of blank-faced mansion blocks full of foreigners and retired people. In her current state of mind, Bee wasn’t ready to fall in love with a neighbourhood again. And, anyway, this was only going to be temporary, just six months to get her life back together, make some money, and then she might even buy a place somewhere.

An elderly lady with intricately curled silver hair and a tartan-jacketed Dachshund was waiting outside the lift as Bee made her way up with John in his carrier. She smiled at Bee as she pulled open the metal grille and then down at John.

‘Well, well, well,’ she said, addressing the cat, ‘you’re a very handsome young man, aren’t you?’

Bee smiled at her warmly. Any friend of John’s was a friend of hers.

‘What a beautiful creature,’ the woman said, ‘what d’you call him?’

‘John.’

‘John? Goodness. That’s an unusual name for a cat. What type is he?’

Bee stuck a finger between the bars of John’s carrier and played with the fluff on his chest. ‘He’s an English Blue. And he’s the best boy in the world. Aren’t you, my little angel?’ John rubbed himself against her finger, purring loudly.

‘And who’s this?’ Bee asked, addressing the small, bizarrely shaped dog sitting at the old lady’s feet. She didn’t really want to know but thought it only polite, having discussed her own pet in such detail.

‘This is dearest Freddie – named after Freddie Mercury, you know?’

‘Really!’ exclaimed Bee. ‘And, why – er – Freddie Mercury?’

‘He loves Queen, would you believe? He can howl his way through the whole of “Bohemian Rhapsody”.’ She chuckled and eyed her pet affectionately.

Well, thought Bee, you never could tell about people, you really couldn’t.

‘So, dear. Are you moving in today?’

Bee nodded and smiled. ‘Number twenty-seven.’

‘Oh good,’ said the old lady, ‘then we shall be neighbours. I’m at twenty-nine. And it’s about time we had a new young person about the place. There’s too many old people in this block. It’s depressing.’

Bee laughed. ‘I wouldn’t call myself young.’

‘Well, dear – when you get to my age, just about everybody seems young. Alone, are we?’

‘I beg your pardon.’

‘Are you moving in alone?’

‘’Fraid so.’

‘Oh well. A beautiful young thing like you, I shouldn’t imagine you’ll be alone for long.’ She squeezed Bee’s arm with one tiny, crêpey hand and shuffled into the lift. ‘Anyway. I’d better get on. It was charming to meet you. My name is Amy, by the way. Amy Tilly-Loubelle.’

‘Bee,’ said Bee, feeling for once like her name wasn’t quite so whimsical, ‘Bee Bearhorn.’

‘Well – nice to have met you, Bee – and John. See you around.’

Bee smiled to herself at the old lady’s closing blast of modern lingo and then the lift creaked and clanked and began its snail’s-pace journey back down to the lobby. She walked down the corridor towards number twenty-seven – her new flat.

Mr Arif was sitting on the sofa, going through some paperwork, but stood up abruptly and let his papers fall to the floor when he saw her walk in.

‘Oh, no no no no, madam. No no no.’ He was crossing his hands in front of his chest and shaking his head quite violently. ‘This is simply not allowed. This animal. It must go. Now.’ He pointed at John as if he were a sewer rat.

‘But – he’s my cat.’

‘Madam. I do not care if he is the cat of the Queen. No animals, of any description, allowed in any of my properties. It must go – now.’

‘But he’s an indoor cat. He’s never been outdoors. He’s fully house-trained, he’s quiet and he doesn’t even moult and …’

‘Madam. I have no interest in the personal characteristics of your animal. All I know is this – it must leave. Now.’

Bee wanted to cry. She wanted to hit Mr Arif. Really hard. In fact, the way she was feeling right now, after the events of last night, she’d really quite like to kill him. With her bare hands. Put her hands around his big squishy neck and squeeze and squeeze and squeeze until he went purple and his eyes started bulging and then …

‘Miss Bearhorn. Please. Remove this animal. I cannot give you the keys until this animal is gone.’

He’s not an animal, she wanted to scream, he’s a human being. Bee could feel her temper building, a pounding in her temples, a painful lump in the back of her throat. She took a deep breath.

‘Please. Mr Arif.’ She perched herself on the edge of the sofa. ‘I need time to think. I need …’

‘Madam. There is no time to think. These keys remain in my pocket until I can no longer see your animal.’

Bee lost her battle to control her anger. ‘OK. OK, fine!’ She leapt to her feet and grabbed John’s carrier by its handle. ‘Fine. Forget it, then. Forget this flat. I don’t like it anyway. I want my money back. Take me to your office and give me my money back.’

Mr Arif smiled at her indulgently. ‘May I draw some points to your attention at this moment, most charming Miss Bearhorn. First of all, the contract is signed and your money is on its way to the bank. It is too late for any form of cancellation. And second of all, are you really wanting to take away all of your possessions when you have just this minute carried them up here? Possibly it would be easier to leave your animal with a friend or family?’

Bee looked around her at the piles of boxes and decided that although she’d be more than happy to sacrifice every penny of the cash she’d given Mr Arif in exchange for a place where John would be welcome, she really couldn’t stomach the thought of lugging this stuff all the way back downstairs, with Mr Arif watching her with his smug little raisin-eyes, and then having to find another letting agency and look at another flat and go through this rigmarole all over again. So she took a deep breath and decided to lie.

‘OK,’ she said, ‘no problem, Mr Arif. None at all. You’re absolutely right. I’ll just make a call and find an alternative home for my – er – animal.’

She pulled her mobile phone from her bag and dialled in a made-up number.

‘Hi!’ she said breezily, to an unavailable tone, ‘it’s Bee. Are you around? Cool. I need you to do me a favour. Can I leave John with you? I don’t know. For a while. Three months at least. Really? You don’t mind? God – thank you. That’s brilliant. You’re a star. I’ll be round in about ten minutes. OK. See you then.’

‘All is sorted out?’

‘Yes,’ she beamed, tucking her mobile phone back into her handbag, ‘all is sorted out.’

Outside the block, she agreed to meet Mr Arif at his office later to pick up the keys and then watched his huge arse swinging its way back down the street towards his offices in Chiltern Street. She gave his receding back the finger and stuck out her tongue. ‘Fucking tossy wankhead arseknob shitbag cunt,’ she murmured under her breath, before leaning towards the cab driver, who was waiting impatiently for her to unload her last few boxes and pay her fare.

‘Hi!’ she beamed, switching on the charm, ‘there’s been a slight change of plan. I need you to drive around the block a bit with my cat.’

‘You what?’ The fat cab driver looked at her in horror.

‘You heard me,’ she hissed, ‘just take the cat and drive around a bit. I’ll meet you back here in half an hour.’

The driver’s expression softened when Bee forced three tenners into his sweaty hand. ‘There’ll be more where that came from when you bring him back. OK?’

‘Whatever,’ he shrugged, folding up his copy of the Racing Post. ‘Whatever.’

She slipped John’s box on to the passenger seat and tickled him under the chin. ‘You be a good boy,’ she whispered into his ear, ‘I’ll see you in half an hour. Be good.’ And then she closed the door and felt tears tickling the back of her throat as she watched the car pull away and her beloved cat disappearing into the early evening London traffic.

She sighed and made her way to a Starbucks, where she sat for a few moments sipping an Earl Grey tea and taking stock of what had happened in the last twenty-four hours. Her life, as she knew it, was over. And all she had to show for it was as much as she could fit into the back of an Astra estate. She had no idea why she’d left her flat, no idea what she was doing moving into this one. It was just a gut reaction, really, to what had happened last night. And in a strange way it felt sort of … preordained.

After ten minutes she picked up her bag and headed for Mr Arif’s office. He looked thrilled to see her sans cat and handed over the keys with what seemed to be unbridled joy.

‘And may I wish you many, many, many years of contentment in your beautiful new home, most charming Miss Bearhorn. I am sure you will be most happy there.’

Bee took the keys and headed wearily for Bickenhall Mansions, thinking that that was very unlikely indeed.
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August 2000

Ana’s train finally arrived in London, an hour after it was due. She stepped from the train while it was still moving and strode out into the sunshine with relief. The train she’d got on at Exeter, the train on which she’d got a seat, the train in which she’d been perfectly happy, had broken down just outside Bristol. They’d had to walk a quarter of a mile then, to the next station, and the next train had already been full when it arrived, so she’d had to stand the whole way from Bristol to London, with her feet trapped between three very large pieces of somebody else’s luggage, while the wind whistled through a stuck window, making tangles of her hair.

Ana sometimes wondered if she was cursed. And then she’d wonder, more seriously, if Bee had got all the good luck in her family and left none for her. If that had been Bee sitting on the train just now, everyone would have fallen over themselves to come to her rescue. That was no exaggeration – men and women alike. If Bee had had to get off a train and trudge for a quarter of a mile through the countryside in a heatwave, someone would have offered to carry her bags. Actually, someone would probably have offered to charter a helicopter for her. But really and truly, the thing about Bee was that she wouldn’t have been on a defective train in the first place – she’d have been on a train that worked. That was the bottom line.

Ana stood briefly in the middle of the concourse at Paddington while she considered her next move. The midday sun fell in glittering columns through the glass roof, casting a hot chequerboard on to the marble floor. People walked unnaturally fast, as if they’d been put on the wrong setting. Everyone knew where they were going, what they were doing. Except her. She felt like she’d been sucked into the centre of a huge, swirling vortex. There was a line of sweat rolling down between her breasts.

Ana had no idea how she was going to find Bee’s flat. She’d never been to London before and had no mental map to work from. She knew it was divided into north, south, east and west and that a river ran through it. She knew that Bee’s flat was somewhere near the centre, somewhere in the vicinity of Oxford Street. But that was as far as her knowledge went. She needed a map.

She spotted a W. H. Smith’s and walked self-consciously across the marble on her new-born-foal legs. That was the thing with being nearly six foot tall: you ended up looking like one of those fashion illustrations – and it was all very well to look like a fashion illustration if you were just a drawing, but it didn’t look nearly so good when you were an actual human being. It looked plain freakish. Ana had suddenly sort of stretched when she was twelve, quite dramatically. It had been like a special effect in a horror film – you could almost hear the muscles twanging and the bones creaking as her skinny little girl’s body shot up six inches in the space of a year, leaving her with the lankiest, knobbliest limbs ever seen in Devon. People kept telling her that she’d ‘fill out’ – but she never did. Instead she developed a special way of holding herself, her shoulders hunched forward, her head bowed, curtain-like hair swinging forward to cover her face and a way of dressing – muted colours and flat shoes – in an effort to disguise her height.

Ana looked around her as she walked and realized that women in London looked like newsreaders, or TV presenters, like the sort of women you only ever normally saw on the telly. Their hair was all shiny and dyed interesting shades of blonde and mahogany. They wore tight trousers and strappy dresses and shoes with heels. They had full make-up and all-over tans. Their handbags matched their shoes, their nails were all the same length. They smelled expensive. Even the younger women, the ones in their teens and early twenties, looked somehow finished. There were women of all colours and all nationalities, and they all looked fantastically glamorous.

And there were breasts absolutely everywhere – hoisted high in balcony bras, tamed and contoured under tight tops in T-shirt bras, firm and unfettered inside tiny dresses. And nearly all paired up with minuscule bottoms and tiny, taut waists. My God, thought Ana, was having a fabulous pair of breasts a prerequisite in this city? Did they hand them out at Oxford Circus? Ana peered down at the contents of her Lycra top and felt a burn of inadequacy. And then she caught sight of her reflection in the front window of Smith’s. Her long, black hair was dirty and tangled, and because she’d left home in such a hurry, the clothes she was wearing had come straight off her bedroom floor – faded black jeans, khaki Lycra top with white deodorant patches under the arms, nubby old black cardi she’d had since she was a teenager and scuffed brown Hush Puppies – the only pair of shoes she owned, because it was next to impossible to get decent shoes in a size eight.

She thought of her mother’s parting words to her as she saw her off at the door that morning: ‘If you get any spare time at all while you’re in London, go shopping, for God’s sake, get yourself some decent clothes. You look like a –’ she’d searched around for a sufficiently disparaging description, her face crumpled with the effort ‘– you look like a … beggar.’

Her mother might have had a point, Ana conceded. Maybe she should make more of an effort with her appearance. She looked around the concourse and became aware that the only person who seemed to have made less of an effort to look good than she had was a guy sitting cross-legged against the wall with a sandy-coloured dog and a cardboard sign that said ‘I Nead Money. Thank You.’

The man who served her in Smith’s didn’t make any eye contact with Ana, didn’t really acknowledge her in any way. In Bideford, in her nearest branch of Smith’s, there would have been an attempt at conversation, some inane commentary, a smile. In Bideford Ana would have been expected to give a little of herself back to the assistant, whether she liked it or not, just so as not to be thought rude. She found the lack of interaction pleasantly refreshing.

The Underground map on the back of her newly acquired map of London informed her that it was only two stops to Baker Street Tube station on the Circle line, and that she wouldn’t have to change lines, which came as a great relief to her. She sat, sweating damply on an almost empty Tube for what seemed like only a few seconds and then found her way easily to Bickenhall Street, a short road filled with faintly menacing red brick apartment blocks, seven storeys high.

Bickenhall Mansions came as a complete shock to her. When she’d looked at Bee’s address for the first time this morning and seen the word ‘mansion’, she’d thought, without surprise, that Bee must have been living in some great detached pile of a building, with security gates and a driveway. But these were just flats. She felt all her other expectations about Bee’s lifestyle – housekeepers, health spas and charity do’s – drop down a notch or two, proportionately.

She perched herself on the stairs in front of the block and nibbled her fingernails nervously, watching the world go by. Tourists; business people; girls in trendy trouser suits; couriers on huge motorbikes. Not an old person in sight. Not like Bideford, where the OAPs outnumbered the youthful by three to one.

‘Miss Wills.’ She jumped as someone loomed into view and boomed at her. A large hand with fat knuckles and a big gold ring was thrust towards her. She shook it. It was a bit clammy and felt like a squidged-up shammy leather.

‘Hello,’ she said, getting to her feet and picking up her bag. ‘Mr Arif ?’

‘Well, which other people do you know who might know you by your name in the middle of the street, young lady?’

He laughed, a pantomime laugh, amused by his own humour, and let them into the building. He was quite short and quite wide and had a very large behind. The fabric of his trousers was silky and thin and Ana could clearly see the outline of a pair of unappetizingly small briefs digging into his fleshy buttocks.

He was highly aromatic, and as the doors closed on the coffin-sized lift, Ana was enveloped in a rich and pungent cloud of perfume. The lift clunked loudly as it finally hit the third floor, and Mr Arif pulled open the brass grille to let Ana out. He gestured expansively at front doors as they walked down a broad, dimly lit corridor that smelled faintly of gravy and old mops.

‘These, all my flats – all short term – but all fully rented – 365 days a year. Here. Here and here. Famous London Stage Actress, here. Here – a lord. There – an MP.’

Ana didn’t really have any idea what he was talking about but she nodded politely anyway.

Mr Arif slipped a key from a very large bunch into the lock of flat number twenty-seven, swung open the door and flicked on the light switch.

‘Here all day with the police and such and who knows what on the day that we found her. A bad day. A very bad day. Four days she’d been here. In this heat. You can still smell it.’ He twitched his nostrils and his large moustache quivered. ‘Breathe in deep like so, and the stench – it is still there.’ He jabbed at his throat with the side of his hand to demonstrate exactly where the stench was and began heaving open grimy sash windows at the other end of the room, holding a monogrammed handkerchief over his mouth.

‘How is this, that a woman as beautiful’ – he pointed at a framed poster of Bee on the wall – ‘could be dead and nobody be knowing this thing? How is it that I, her landlord, come to be the one to be finding her? I am not her friend. I am not her lover. I am not her family. I am her landlord. This – this is not right.’

He shook his head from side to side for a good twenty seconds, allowing time for the not-rightness of the situation to be fully absorbed, his body language implicitly informing her that in his culture this sort of thing would not be allowed to happen. Ana gently placed her bag on the floor, and stared in wonder at the photo of Bee on the wall, realizing with a jolt that she’d almost forgotten what her sister looked like.

‘So.’ He clapped his hands together and then rubbed them, his flesh squishing together like bread dough. ‘The cleaners are arriving at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. By this time all extraneous matter to be removed. I have famous Royal Ballerina moving in on Saturday morning. All has to be perfect. Your beautiful sister has not left you a very great task. Your beautiful sister has not very many possessions.’ He laughed again, that pantomime laugh, and then stopped abruptly. ‘Here is the inventory. You will be needing this so you are not taking away the property of the – er – property. Unfortunately, Madam, I am not able to leave you with a key, but if you are needing to go outside, the porter knows you are here and will allow you to move freely. And now I leave.’ And he did, shaking her once more briskly and damply by the hand and clip-clopping away down the long corridor in two-tone slip-on shoes.

Ana pulled the door closed behind her and breathed a sigh of relief. She turned and flicked the security lock on the front door and then she stood for a moment or two and stared around her.

So. This was Bee’s flat. It wasn’t what she’d imagined. She’d imagined brightly painted walls and huge scarlet sofas, Warhol-type prints of Bee on the walls, lava lamps, mirror balls and lots of generally eclectic, groovy, colourful funkiness. She’d imagined that Bee’s flat would be an extension of her and her outrageous personality. But mainly, when she’d thought of Bee’s flat, she’d imagined it full of people. And, more specifically, she’d imagined it with Bee in it – her red lips parting every few seconds to uncover those big white teeth; her smile carving dimples into her cheeks; her black bobbed hair swinging glossily back and forth. Talking too much. Smoking too much. Laughing like a drain. Being the centre of attention.

Alive.

What surrounded her, instead, was the somewhat dreary, beigey, dusty flat of an elderly, widowed gentleman. The walls were papered with a faded but expensive-looking embossed floral design. The furniture was reproduction in dark mahogany and teak. In one corner stood an ornate birdcage filled with junk. The net curtains were yellowing.

She began slowly to walk around. The flat was huge. The ceilings were at least ten foot tall, the rooms extremely large. But in spite of so much space it still seemed oppressive. The buzz of city life floated in through the open windows but was somehow muted, as if the volume had been turned right down.

Nailed to the wall of the hallway was a gold disc in a heavy glass frame. Ana squinted to read the inscription:

‘GROOVIN’ FOR LONDON’ BY BEE BEARHORN.

ELECTROGRAM RECORDS © 1985

PRESENTED TO BEE BEARHORN IN RECOGNITION OF SALES OF

750,000 DISCS

A door on Ana’s right was open, revealing the bathroom. The suite was a pale, minty green with heavy Deco taps of chrome. The floor was grey linoleum, the window dimpled and opaque, surrounding a cobwebbed windmill vent creaking slowly round and round, as if someone had only just left the room. Ana shivered.

Further down the hallway was a closed door with a large cartoon bumble bee pinned on to it. It had a bubble, attached by a wire, coming from its mouth that said ‘Bzzzzzzz’. Bee’s bedroom.

Ana put her hands to the door and felt chilled suddenly, almost as if Bee’s body would still be lying there on her bed where she’d been found three weeks ago, as if the floor would be littered with pills and capsules, the room buzzing with flies. She pushed the door open slowly, her breathing suspended momentarily. The curtains in the room were closed but for a tiny gap of an inch or two letting in a bright slice of daylight that fell across the huge double bed and the wooden floor, dividing the room in two. Shapes loomed out of the overcast shadows at Ana, and there was an odd smell in the room. She put her hand over her mouth and nose and glanced around the room again before reaching around the corner of the door and feeling for a light switch.

She hit the switch, looked around the room and then released a blood-curdling yell when she saw a small woman with a black bob and red lipstick standing in the corner of the room.

It was a cardboard cut-out. Of Bee. Ana put her hand to her galloping heart and slumped against a wall with relief. It was a stupid life-size cardboard cut-out, a promotional thing for ‘Groovin’ for London’. She remembered seeing one in Woolworths back in 1985 when she was only ten years old and the single had just come out, and wishing that she could have one to take home with her. Bee was wearing a black-leather minidress with a huge silver belt draped around her waist and big platform shoes. She had her arms folded across her waist and one finger touching her mouth, and was staring at the camera as if she’d just shagged it. She looked quite ridiculous, and Ana couldn’t help thinking that Bee was probably the only person she knew (apart from her mother) who would have felt comfortable sleeping in the same room as a giant great cardboard cut-out of themselves.

Ana thought back to that afternoon in Woolworths all those years ago, when she’d first seen the cut-out and had realized, probably for the first time, just exactly how famous her sister actually was. She’d blushed when she’d seen it and looked around her to see if anyone had noticed, and she’d had to bite her lip to stop herself shouting out to anyone who’d listen, ‘That’s my sister – that’s my sister!’

1985 was one of the most exciting years of Ana’s life – the year that Bee had become famous. She’d signed a huge record deal at the start of the year and was marketed heavily as the British answer to Madonna, but nobody could have been prepared for the ensuing phenomenon. ‘Groovin’ for London’, a virulently catchy dance song, went straight into the charts at number one and stayed there for five weeks, and suddenly Bee’s face was everywhere. For over a year Ana basked in Bee’s reflected glory. She was the most popular girl at school. Even the older kids knew exactly who she was. She was Bee Bearhorn’s sister. Like – how cool was that? When Bee’s second single failed to make an impact on the charts four months later, Ana’s status as Most Interesting Person in School started to look a bit shaky. And when her third single was released and greeted with critical derision – the general consensus was that it was the most abysmal record of the year – barely grazed the top fifty and then disappeared without trace, Bee Bearhorn came to be seen as just another naff one-hit wonder of the Eighties and Ana’s relationship to her became more of a hindrance than a social advantage. The crueller girls at her school used the disastrous – and very public – disintegration of Bee’s career as fuel to bully Ana, and for the rest of her schooldays Ana was commonly known as One-Hit Wonder Wills.

The bedroom Ana now found herself in was vast. It had two large sash windows and an enormous double bed, which had been stripped of all its clothing except for a large piece of what looked like cashmere in electric pink, folded at the foot of the bed. A lime-green feather boa was draped across the bed head and the windows were framed with multicoloured fairy lights. The floorboards were painted sky blue. This was much more the sort of room Ana had expected Bee to have been living in. Ironic that it should be the room in which she died.

Ana touched the naked mattress first, gently, with her fingertips, before sitting down on it. The bed was soft and saggy and made an odd twanging sound as she sat. She picked up the soft, pink cashmere blanket and brought it to her nose. It smelled a bit musty, with undertones of some grapefruity, appley perfume.

And there, perched on a pillow and much to Ana’s surprise, sat William. He was older and more threadbare than Ana remembered him, but it was definitely him – a small, knitted rabbit in blue dungarees, clutching a carrot between his front paws. She’d given him to Bee when she’d told her she was leaving home, age fifteen. Ana had been only four at the time, but she remembered the moment vividly, remembered Bee’s lacy, fingerless Madonna gloves and the smell of Anaïs Anaïs when Bee had held her in her arms and told her not to say a word to their mother. She remembered Bee trying to give him back to her, saying, ‘I can’t take William, he’s your favourite,’ and herself forcing him back into Bee’s hands, as serious as anything. ‘No, Be-Be, you have William. I’ve got Mummy.’

Ana picked him up and looked at him in wonder. Bee had kept William. For twenty years. And not only had she kept him, but she’d kept him on her pillow. Where she slept. He’d been there when she died. He’d seen it all.

‘Here, William,’ Ana whispered into his velvet-lined ear, ‘tell me – whatever happened to Bee Bearhorn?’
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Although Bee was her half-sister, Ana tended to think of her as more of a sixteenth-sister, or a sixty-fourth-sister, or even, to put it decimally, a nought-point-nought-nought-nought-one-per-cent-sister. Other times she felt as if Bee was a dream, someone that Ana had made up.

In the age of the disintegration of the traditional family unit, Ana’s family had somehow managed to be even more complicated and unconventional than most. Ana’s mother Gay married Gregor Bearhorn in 1963 and had a baby, Belinda. Gregor thought this a good time to come out of the closet and left Gay in 1971. Gay was married again three years later, to Bill, a retired headmaster twenty-two years her senior. A second daughter, Anabella – or Ana as she would later wish to be known – was born in 1975, and Bee left home four years later to join her father Gregor in London. He died in 1988. And so did Bill, in 1999.

As convoluted as this state of affairs had become, it had all started off in a fairly straightforward manner. Ana’s mother, a budding actress, had met Gregor, the burly young director at her local theatre, when she was twenty-two. They married, they honeymooned on the Amalfi coast, they drove a racing green Morgan, they had raucous parties and they lived in a cosy state of mild, middle-class bohemia. And then Gay got pregnant and everything started to go wrong.

Gay suffered six long months of terrible post-natal depression, brought about mainly by the physical horror of what pregnancy and childbirth had done to her previously immaculate little body, the shock of her sudden lack of independence and the abrupt end to her dreams of being a famous stage actress. Gay failed to bond with her first-born and became neurotic, bitter and miserable. Consequently, Bee became a rebel, and her husband ran away to London to pursue his acting career and a younger man called Joe.

Even in their small Devon town, nobody had been particularly surprised by the news. The colourful, neckerchief-wearing giant of a man had always been suspected of being a little bit that way inclined. But Gay had been so distressed that she hadn’t left the house for a month and had dressed entirely in black for the rest of the year. She married Bill three years later, for reasons of practicality and companionship rather than romance, who’d known her since she was a child. Ana was born nine months later, when Gay was thirty-six and Bill was fifty-eight and the late-in-life arrival was the talk of the village.

Bill was eighty-two when he’d died of a heart attack ten months ago – a good innings in most people’s books, but tragically young as far as Ana was concerned. She missed him so much that bits of her ached.

Gay maintained that she missed him, too. Every now and then her kohl-lined eyes would fill with tears and she’d look pensively into the distance and whisper her late husband’s name desperately, under her breath. ‘Bill,’ she’d breathe, and then abruptly busy herself with something else. She’d been robbed – robbed – of the finest man in all the world. Her Bill. Her wonderful, kind, loving Bill, who’d put her on a pedestal and denied her nothing – which was quite funny really, Ana thought, given the fact that she’d been a complete bitch to him while he’d been alive.

Gay had never really got over the departure of her glamorous, talented and gruffly handsome first husband and had always seen Bill very much as a consolation prize. But as wonderful and unusual as Bill might have been, he was still just a man, and had loved his beautiful Gay to the point of spoiling her, shell-shocked until the end that he’d ever managed to persuade a woman like her to marry a ‘wrinkly old beanpole’ like him.

Bill wasn’t alone in his adoration of his wife. Everyone in Torrington loved Gay Wills. Ruddy-cheeked gentlemen who remembered Gay as a young girl, the town beauty who looked like Elizabeth Taylor, with her hand-span waist, gleaming black hair and violet eyes. Before she’d become agoraphobic she’d been a familiar sight in Great Torrington, spinning around the town on her old black pushbike, a basket full of flowers draped artfully across the handlebars, embroidered skirt flapping about in the breeze, rising tantalizingly to mid-thigh every now and then. She was a woman who knew exactly the effect she had on men and played it up to the max – she was only happy if there was at least one person miserably in love with her. She was charm personified. A bit scatty – yes. A bit odd sometimes – undeniably. But such a beautiful, charming, engaging woman. Really. An angel. A delight. To everyone.

Except her children.

‘Really, Anabella,’ she would often sigh in exasperation, ‘how a girl as awkward as you could possibly have come from my body, I have no idea. That’s the risk one takes when one mixes one’s genes with a man’s, I suppose. You never know what’s going to emerge.’

Gay didn’t say things like this intentionally to upset Ana – she genuinely didn’t see that there was anything wrong with what she was saying. As far as she was concerned, it was just a statement of fact. Gay was far too wrapped up in the Wonderful World of Gay Wills to realize the implications or consequences of her comments. She had much more important things to worry about than her daughter’s feelings – things like picking leaves off the lawn in their back garden by hand, one by one, or embroidering cushions with Turner landscapes, or obsessively counting every last calorie she consumed in a day to ensure that her intake never exceeded 1,500.

As well as her basic agoraphobia, which had set in shortly after Gregor’s funeral in 1988, Gay seemed to develop a new neurosis every day and now refused to answer the phone, answer the doorbell unless she was expecting a visit, eat red meat, drink tap water, take off her shoes except to go to bed, touch anyone she didn’t know, allow any animals in the house, use the Hoover, the dishwasher, the microwave or the tumble-drier (though she did still use the washing-machine) or comb her hair with anything other than the old horsehair brush that used to belong to her grandmother and smelled disgusting. She also had some strange little rituals, like having to walk across the living room with the same amount of footsteps each time, having to water the houseplants in exactly the same order every day and wearing the same seven cardigans in weekly rotation; and the slightest interruption to any of these practices could send her over the edge into a momentary hysteria.

Ana had moved back home last year, shortly after Bill’s funeral, and she’d soon become accustomed to these ‘quirks’ in her mother’s behaviour, mainly because they really didn’t impinge on her very much. She wasn’t expected to do anything more than let Gay get on with it and not disturb her more than necessary. All Gay asked from Ana was that she drive into Bideford once a week to do the big shop, that she pick up odds and ends from town occasionally and that she answer the telephone when it rang. As long as Ana did this, then Gay really couldn’t have cared less about her, about what she was up to, what she was thinking, who she was seeing or where her life was going. She’d sometimes look startled to see Ana in the house, almost as if she’d forgotten that she lived there, and Ana couldn’t really blame her for this as she herself often wondered whether or not she actually existed …

Ana’s memories of Bee were all very fuzzy and imbued with a kind of Technicolored, high-octane aura of dimples-hair-and-boobs, turning-a-drama-into-a-crisis, look-at-me-look-at-me-type behaviour. When Bee was a teenager, she was all fingerless gloves, pink hair, cigarettes and boys. After she left home and moved to London she was all studied cool, avant-garde make-up and raw, gauche ambition. And from the day she became famous, in 1985, she was all rush-rush-rush, coffee-fag-coffee, this-flight-that-interview-the-other-TV-show, excuse-me-do-I-know-you-oh-you’re-my-mother-I-thought-I-recognized-you-and-who-is-this-strange-skinny-tall-person-oh-yes-that’s-right-you’re-my-sister disregard.

Ana’s feelings towards Bee had always been enormously ambivalent. On the one hand she found her quite fascinating. Bee was a mesmerizing person who could make your day complete by smiling at you. When Bee was in a room, nobody else existed. She was captivatingly beautiful and could be extremely amusing if the mood took her. But on the other hand, Ana had always found Bee frustratingly shallow and occasionally downright cruel. Her nickname for Ana when she was a child was ‘the Twiglet’, a reference to her knobbly knees and bony arms, and after her sudden growth-spurt at twelve, Bee started calling her ‘the Towering Twiglet’. Some people might think that was cute – funny, even – Gay certainly appeared to, and Bee thought it was hysterical. But not Ana. Ana spent her whole life trying not to draw attention to her height, and it took just one ‘Towering Twiglet’ comment from Bee for Ana to feel a complete freak.

Bee had always refused to come home to Devon after she’d left, not even for Christmas or birthdays, claiming that the mere thought of the place brought her close to a panic attack, while Gay, conversely, had a fervent hatred for London, which had been brewing and bubbling ever since Gregor had left her for the temptations of the big city. She talked of London disparagingly, as if it were some great brassy harlot with badly dyed hair and a whiff of fish about it.

So, as some kind of desperate compromise, Ana and her family would traipse all the way to Bath or Bristol to meet Bee for rushed meetings in smoky bars, when the conversation would be invariably tense and occasionally fractious, particularly at their very last meeting, in the summer of’ 88. Ana hadn’t known at the time that it was going to be the last time she saw her sister, and maybe if she had, she’d have appreciated the experience a little more than she did. Because within three weeks, Gregor was dead, and Gay and Bee had fallen out completely and irretrievably.
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July 1988

The Catacomb was a Goth club in the centre of Bristol. Gay, Bill and Ana were here in the middle of the day – which was strange in itself, as it was a venue quite obviously not designed to be seen during daylight hours. Ana could imagine that at night the purple velvet pinned to the walls, the towering candelabras full of molten church candles and the fluorescent rubber bats stuck to the ceiling might have made for quite an eerie atmosphere. At two in the afternoon, however, the place looked scabby and naff.

‘Hi, Bill.’ Bee stretched on to her tiptoes and kissed Bill on the cheek, leaving a streak of oxblood lipstick on his cheek.

‘Hello there, Belinda – and don’t you look marvellous?’ He held her hands and appraised her. She was wearing a skin-tight Lycra panelled dress that came almost up to her crotch, towering Vivienne Westwood platforms fastened with ribbons, and her sleek hair was greased back off her face. She looked like one of the girls in the ‘Addicted to Love’ video.

‘Thank you,’ she smiled, giving him a little curtsey, ‘and you’re looking rather lovely yourself, if you don’t mind me saying.’

Bill scoffed pleasurably.

‘Twiglet!’ Bee exclaimed, noticing Ana skulking behind her father. ‘How’s my skinny-minny?’

Ana smiled reluctantly and leaned down to kiss her big sister. ‘I’m all right,’ she murmured, feeling a blush forming on her face and shoving her hands into the pockets of the sensible twill skirt her mother had bought her from Long Tall Sally.

‘Jesus, you are getting so tall,’ she said, appraising Ana at arm’s length. ‘You’ll never find a boyfriend now, you know – men hate tall girls – they make them feel inadequate.’ She winked, to let Ana know that she was only joking, but it was too late – her words had already left a brand on Ana’s fragile soul. ‘Mum,’ she said, turning to Gay, who was waiting impatiently in line, wearing her new green suit, ‘how are you?’

Gay offered up her cheek for Bee to kiss. ‘Tired,’ she said, ‘exhausted. The traffic. Terrible. And this heat.’ She flapped at her face with her hand, and Bill immediately strode off to find a chair for her.

Gay sat down primly on the chair that Bill had brought her and looked round the club with undisguised disgust. ‘And what,’ she began disdainfully, ‘could you possibly be doing in a place like this?’

‘Oh – don’t start, Mum. Please. I’ve had a bad week. Can’t we just have a nice time for once? This place belongs to a friend, OK? A very kind, very wonderful friend who has also lost someone to AIDS, who is about the only person who can make me smile at the moment and who I happen to be staying with tonight.

‘Bill,’ she said turning to her stepfather and clapping her hands together, ‘let me get you a drink. What would you like?’

‘Oh – just a soft drink for me, Belinda. I’m driving. A lemonade or something.’

‘Twiglet?’

Ana looked at her and shrugged. ‘I don’t mind,’ she said, forcing a smile, ‘anything.’

‘Er, right – OK.’ Bee grimaced at her sideways and Ana felt herself die a little inside. She never knew what to say to Bee. That was the trouble. She was always worried she was going to say something stupid or embarrassing. So she usually ended up saying nothing at all – which was just as bad, because then Bee just thought she was an illiterate cretin. And Bee was so beautiful, thought Ana. Look at her. Those huge eyes, framed by thick lashes. And her tiny little nose. Ana would have quite happily killed for that nose. Sometimes she’d play around in the mirror at home, trying to see what she’d look like with a little nose like Bee’s. She’d already decided she was going to get a part-time job the moment she turned fifteen and she was going to save up every penny and have a nose job. And when she did, she’d take in a picture of Bee and tell the surgeon, ‘I want that nose.’

And her breasts. Round and creamy, tucked into her tight Lycra dress. Why? thought Ana, staring at them with a gut-churning envy, why? Same mother. Same gene pool. Same chances of being petite and big-bosomed and pretty. But no, she thought, looking resentfully at her father, I get to look like Bill Wills.

Bee handed Ana a can of Coke with a straw in it and smiled at her. Ana smiled back tightly.

‘How’s your father?’ Gay asked, in a tone of voice that suggested she was secretly hoping that Bee would say he was dead.

Bee sighed and leaned back against the chipped black bar. ‘Bad,’ she said, ‘very bad. He’s been talking about the hospice.’

‘Hospice?’

‘Yes. The place in St John’s Wood. You know.’

Gay nodded sagely and pursed her lips.

Ana took a slurp of her Coke and wondered what a hospice was.

‘So, Twiglet,’ said Bee, changing the subject and turning towards her, ‘what’ve you been up to?’

Ana shrugged. ‘Nothing much,’ she said, ‘you know, just school and stuff.’

‘How are the guitar lessons going?’ Bee mimed strumming a guitar.

‘Good,’ said Ana, relaxing a little now that they were discussing her favourite thing in the world, ‘I just mastered the bar chord.’

Bee looked at her blankly and Ana felt a small stab of disappointment. She’d been hoping that Bee would have been impressed by her achievement – Bee was supposed to be the famous pop star – but she couldn’t play an instrument to save her life. ‘Cool,’ said Bee, pulling open a packet of Camels and offering one to Bill, before slipping one out and lighting it. ‘And boys,’ she said, winking at Ana, ‘tell me about boys.’

Oh God. Ana hated it when Bee did this – this teasing thing. A blush started percolating in her chest and rose steadily and hotly to her cheeks. ‘There’s nothing to tell,’ she managed to stutter.

‘Oh, come on now’ – Bee exhaled a cloud of smoke – ‘you’re … what are you now? Thirteen? Fourteen?’

‘Thirteen,’ muttered Ana, ‘I’m thirteen.’

‘Thirteen years old. You must be – you know – getting all hormonal about now. No? Getting a bit restless in the old downstairs department?’

Ana’s flush went up a few ratchets and she looked at her father desperately to rescue her from this humiliation, but he just smiled at her benignly as if to say, ‘Isn’t she a hoot?’

‘Oh my God – look at the colour of you!’ shrieked Bee, ‘there must be something going on. Who is he? Go on – you can tell me –’

‘No one,’ muttered Ana hotly, ‘there’s no one.’

Bee grinned wickedly, licked her finger and rested it against Ana’s cheek. ‘Szzzzz,’ she hissed, and tossed her head back to laugh.

Ana pushed her hand away and grimaced at her. And then Bee turned to talk to Gay, her interaction with Ana officially over. That’s all it ever consisted of – a brief moment of humiliation before going back to more grown-up matters. Ana watched her as she chatted with Gay and Bill, about Gregor, about what she was going to do when he’d passed away, about her career, and she noticed that Bee seemed different somehow. There were circles under her eyes, her hair needed a trim, there was a small outbreak of spots around her mouth, and her body, although as lithe and firm and trim as ever, was sort of tired-looking – her shoulders slumped, her spine curved. And she was thinner. And she looked … older. Much much older. Everything about her seemed forced, unnatural, like she was putting on a show.

Ana felt suddenly overcome by a desire to ask her how she was – how are you, Bee? – but she knew there was no way she’d ever ask her. Bee would just look at her like she was insane and say something to make her feel ridiculous for ever having considered her state of mind.

The guy washing glasses behind the bar, whose peroxide hair was interwoven with little purple tufts and who was wearing black lipstick and had a metal spike growing out of his eyebrow, handed Bee a cocktail. She picked it up, and as she brought it to her lips Ana noticed her hands shaking. Maybe she was having a nervous breakdown, she pondered. Ana had just found out about nervous breakdowns – everyone else seemed to be having them, particularly Americans. Or maybe she was on drugs. That made your hands shake, didn’t it? And it made your skin bad and made you lose weight and gave you circles under your eyes. Ana watched her sister, mesmerized. Was it possible, she thought, that Bee was a drug addict? It wouldn’t surprise her. There’d been one time, a couple of years ago, when they’d been to see Bee in Swindon and she’d smoked marijuana – in front of them! Ana had thought it was just a funny-looking cigarette at first, and then she’d noticed that it smelled really weird, and then her mother had said, ‘Belinda – I hope that’s not marijuana you’re smoking,’ and Bee had said ‘Don’t be stupid, it’s just a herbal cigarette,’ and Gay had said ‘Do you think I was born yesterday – I was alive in the Sixties, you know – I know about these things.’ Bee had just raised an eyebrow at her and handed the ‘cigarette’ on to some bloke who was wearing a dress. And they said, didn’t they, that smoking pot could lead on to other things – harder drugs – like heroin. A shiver ran down Ana’s spine as she pictured Bee lying on a concrete floor in a windowless council flat, sticking a syringe into her arm. Ana might live in a sleepy, middle-class Devon town, she mused, but she’d seen Made In Britain. She knew a bit about how the world worked …

The conversation between Bee and Gay was becoming predictably fractious, and Ana pulled herself from her day-dreams.

They were talking about this ‘hospice’ that Gregor was apparently going to be staying in. Ana presumed it was a kind of hospital. Bee had finished her cocktail and banged the empty glass down on the bar in response to something Gay had just said. ‘It’s all about you, you, you, isn’t it, mum? My father is dying, for fuck’s sake.’

‘Yes,’ sniffed Gay, ‘and whose fault is that? Hmm?’

Bee pulled another cigarette from the packet and began pointing it at Gay like a fencing foil before sticking it in her mouth and allowing Bill to light it for her. ‘You make me sick. D’you know that?’

Ana gulped. It didn’t matter how many times this happened, it always got to her. And it didn’t matter how many times this happened, she always expected the next time to be different. She’d day-dream for weeks in advance about these meetings. This time, she’d think to herself, Mum will be in a really good mood and she won’t start in on Bee, and we’ll all get on really well, and me and Bee will talk. And this time I’ll make Bee laugh and tell her funny stories about school and show her how well I can play guitar, and she’ll tell me stories, too, about famous pop stars and Top of the Pops and first-class flights to New York. And this time we’ll all go out for lunch somewhere, and I’ll have a glass of wine and we’ll have fun, and when we get into the car to go home we’ll all hug Bee and she’ll look really sad to see us go. And this time Bee will say, ‘Why don’t I come home next time? Why don’t I come and stay at Main Street? And then we can have a proper time together and take Tommy for a walk and wear sloppy socks and cook together.’ And then, thought Ana, maybe I won’t feel so lonely any more …

‘Look – can we just change the subject, Mum. I really can’t take your shit at the moment.’

‘Oh yes, of course. It must be terribly hard for you having to cope with all your father’s money and his enormous house …’

‘It’s not a house – it’s a flat.’

‘ … and having nothing to do all day long. You wait – one day you’ll be my age, then you’ll understand what it’s like to have a hard life. Imagine – surviving on a teacher’s pension.’ She spat out the words and flicked a spiteful look at Bill. ‘Imagine not being able to go shopping for designer clothes whenever you feel like it. Imagine being me, Belinda …’

‘Oh God.’ Bee slapped her forehead in frustration. ‘Bill,’ she beseeched, ‘how do you put up with this? Why do you put up with this? Run away,’ she teased, ‘run away now …’

Bill smiled at her impotently and scratched the back of his neck. Ana stared at Bee desperately, drinking her Coke, trying to send her telepathic messages that she was on her side and wishing more than anything that Bee and her mother could be friends so that she could actually enjoy these rare, precious afternoons with the glamorous big sister she barely knew.

‘You look terrible. Your skin. Have you been taking your make-up off at night?’

‘Yes, Mum, I’ve been taking my make-up off at night. I’m just stressed, that’s all.’

‘That dress. I can almost see your breakfast. Don’t you ever think about the impression you give people, Belinda? I mean – I’m your mother. I know you’re a good girl. But other people. Well – they might just get the – wrong idea.’

‘Oh. Great. Now my mother is telling me that I look like a hooker. Jesus.’ She stubbed out her cigarette and turned to face the spiky-eyebrowed man behind the bar. ‘Can I have another one, Tarquin?’ She slid her empty glass towards him. ‘Thanks, sweetie.’

‘And you drink far too much, Belinda. Far too much. Do you know what all that alcohol will do to your skin by the time you’re my age? It’ll suck you dry – desiccate you – you’ll look haggard by the time you’re thirty. You’ll look like Katie Dewar’s mother – believe me.’

And so it went, on and on and on. Bee’s hair gel was going to kill the shine, her shoes would damage her spine, if she lost any more weight she’d get osteoporosis. Her posture was terrible and as for the ‘horrible London accent’ she was developing …

They left the Catacomb two hours later, having managed a few bursts of civilized conversation, particularly when Bee’s friend who owned the club had dropped by to say hello. Gay had been charm personified when Jon, a tall man with dyed black hair, pointy little sideburns, tight black jeans and a leather jacket with fringed sleeves, had introduced himself. For a while the conversation had been lively and friendly and Ana had sat on her bar stool, sipping her Coke and basking in it. But then Jon had left and the atmosphere had turned sour within moments.

Bee walked with them to the car park where they’d left the car. As they walked, every single man they passed looked at Bee. Every single one. Young, old, black, white, thin and fat. Proper, head-turning, walking-into-lamp-posts looking. Ana watched in awe as her sister kept walking, completely unfazed by the amount of attention she was getting, her bum still swaying from side to side, a cigarette burning nonchalantly between the fingers of her right hand. Ana just couldn’t imagine ever, ever, ever being on the receiving end of so much undisguised male desire. What power Bee had. What must it be like?

The atmosphere was one of distinct relief as Bill unlocked the doors of his car and everyone said goodbye and pretended that the last three hours hadn’t actually been a social form of water torture.

‘Maybe next time,’ said
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