
    [image: Cover: Under Your Spell, by Laura Wood. She wants three things. He isn’t one of them. ‘So witty and smart’ Hannah Grace. ‘The sweetest, sexiest, funniest romance’ Marian Keyes.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Under Your Spell, by Laura Wood. Simon & Schuster. London | New York | Sydney | Toronto | New Delhi.]






For the six-books-a-week, just-one-more-page, trope-loving, library-card-owning, smutty-audio-book-in-public-listening, HEA-chasing dreamers. This is a love letter.






PART ONE






Chapter One

Here’s an insight into my life right now: my sister is standing on my doorstep clutching a dead bird, and that’s not even close to the worst thing to happen today.

‘Clemmie.’ Lil’s eyes fill with easy tears, her heavy black eyeliner already beginning to smear alarmingly, as she holds up the bundle of greasy feathers. ‘He flew straight into my car… Do you think he’ll be okay?’

I look at the bird. The very obviously dead bird.

‘I don’t think so, no.’ I aim for gentle, but fall about a mile short. As I say, it’s been a long day.

‘For fuck’s sake, Lil!’ Our sister, Serena, appears at my shoulder, swigging directly from the neck of the champagne bottle she brought with her. ‘What are you doing with that thing? It’s disgusting!’

Lil glares at Serena, ‘I’m trying to save its life. Do you think you can do mouth to mouth on a bird?’

‘Mouth to beak, surely?’ I muse as Serena makes loud retching noises.

‘I can’t just let it die,’ Lil says again, stubbornly, and I’m standing firm in the doorway because I know that given half the chance the dead bird will end up inside my flat.

‘I think that ship has sailed.’ Serena pokes a well-manicured finger towards the thing. ‘Pretty sure it’s not supposed to be flat in the middle like that.’

Lil looks down. ‘Oh,’ she says finally. ‘That’s terrible.’

‘Yes, well, maybe you can put the dead bird down and come inside?’ I suggest.

‘Just leave it on the ground?’ Lil is horrified.

I can already see where this is heading and I am much too knackered to organize a bird funeral. I cast a desperate glance at Serena who rolls her eyes in response.

‘Why don’t you put it in the bin?’ she suggests.

‘The bin?!’ Lil’s voice climbs to a higher pitch.

‘The compost bin,’ Serena says quickly. ‘Clemmie’s got about sixteen different bins, hasn’t she?’ She looks at me.

‘There’s one for garden waste,’ I shrug. Though ‘garden’ is a strong term for the scrubby patch of grass that came with the flat. I always meant to plant some bulbs, had great visions of myself wafting about with a wicker trug in the crook of my arm, smiling modestly when people praised my green fingers, but there was never the time. And it didn’t really matter now.

‘There you go, then.’ Serena tosses her hair. ‘That’s perfect. You can return it to the earth.’ Serena is a master at getting people to do what she wants, and right now she’s dropping into Lil’s language, her tone persuasive.

Lil wavers. ‘It doesn’t seem very dignified.’

‘It’s nature, Lil.’ Serena waves a hand. ‘You know, dead in tooth and claw.’

‘It’s red in tooth and claw,’ I put in. ‘And I don’t think that getting hit by a Toyota Yaris driven by a tiny woman in an enormous pink coat was really the kind of poetic act of violence that Tennyson envisioned.’

‘Whatever,’ Serena dismisses me, getting warmed up now. ‘Red, dead, it’s all part of the cycle, isn’t it? From the earth we arise and to the earth we return, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. It’s the circle of life… it moves us all…’

I absolutely know she’s about to break into a lusty version of the song from The Lion King which I feel may undermine the impression she is taking this as seriously as Lil would like, and so I jump in quickly. ‘Come on, Lil, it’s freezing out here, and there’s pizza inside. Your favourite vegan pizza, and wine. Lots and lots of wine.’

‘Fine.’ Lil nods reluctantly. ‘But I think I should say a few words.’

‘Say them quickly,’ Serena says. ‘Clemmie needs us more than that dead bird does. There might still be some hope for her.’

‘Was that really necessary?’ I mutter.

Serena doesn’t reply, just takes another mouthful of her drink, her eyebrows raised, but her meaning is clear: my life is pretty much one big dead bird, and I can’t exactly disagree.

Five minutes later, we are gathered around my open garden waste bin.

‘Here lies Peter the pigeon,’ Lil intones.

I’m not at all convinced that the bird lying dead in my bin is a pigeon but now does not seem the time to quibble over semantics.

‘We don’t really know how long you were alive,’ Lil continues, ‘but you were part of this big beautiful world, and it’s sad that you’re gone. I hope wherever you are you can feel the sun on your back and the air under your wings. I hope you are happy and free.’

I feel unexpected tears prickling at my eyes, which I try to hide from Serena.

‘You two are as bad as each other,’ she grumbles, but I hear the reluctant affection in her voice. ‘Now can we go inside? It is freezing, you know. Never mind this bloody bird; I’m about to perish of hypothermia.’

Lil swings the lid closed on the bin and with a sigh of relief I lead them both inside.

‘What happened in here?’ Lil asks, peering around at my flat which is admittedly looking a little spartan.

Serena scowls. ‘Leonard happened.’

‘He took all your stuff?’ Lil gasps. ‘Your sofa? And your TV? And… where’s all Tuna’s stuff? Where is Tuna?’

Ah, yes. The cat. Can’t think about that too hard, or I start crying again.

Lil blinks, the facts registering. ‘He took your cat?’

‘Len said it’ll be better for him in the new place,’ I say, trying to keep the words light. ‘And he’s right. It’s a proper house and not near any of the main roads. Much safer.’

‘He took your cat!’ Lil repeats, and this time murder sparkles in her big blue eyes. ‘He left you for another woman, took all your stuff and stole your cat?! I hate him.’

I look around at the near-empty open-plan kitchen/living room. Yesterday it was full of Ikea’s finest flat-pack, neat and well ordered. Sure, it wasn’t really to my taste – all the clean, contemporary lines and lack of clutter were a bit soulless, but it had been perfectly nice; it had looked like a home. Now, with the single armchair that I once found on the street (I’d told Len I bought it at an antique fair otherwise he’d have never let it through the door), the sagging, half-full bookcase, and the table lamp in the shape of a mermaid holding a seashell, without a table to sit on, it looks like the final few minutes of a car boot sale.

‘It was his stuff,’ I say with a shrug. ‘He chose it, he paid for it. I suppose I just didn’t realize how much of it was his until the movers came and took it away.’ Which they had done, today, while I was at work. At a job I would soon no longer have. At that thought the headache I’ve been battling flares.

‘I always knew he was the worst,’ Serena says darkly, draping herself across the kitchen counter and flipping open the lid on the giant pizza box. ‘I’ve been telling you this for years.’

‘You said he was boring,’ I reply, ‘which, to be fair to him, you can hardly say now.’

Len and I had been together for four years, and then, ten days ago, he told me that not only was he leaving me for Jenny, a colleague from his accounting firm, but that the two of them had been seeing each other for the last eighteen months and that she was three months pregnant. Len, Jenny, their baby and my cat would all be moving to a four-bedroom cottage in the Oxfordshire countryside, along with all of our furniture. He was benevolently leaving me the flat in the city that I could no longer afford to pay rent on. It was all very tidy.

Prior to this experience, I had always been a little dubious of people who were blindsided by events like these. How could they not know? I thought. Well, let me tell you now – I had no idea. Not an inkling, not a single notion about any of this had so much as flickered on the edge of my mind.

When Len laid the facts out for me, standing portentously in front of our fireplace, like he was a detective in a bad Agatha Christie adaptation revealing who dunnit, my first thought was that he was joking.

That didn’t last long because Len wasn’t much of a joker, and frankly none of the words coming out of his mouth were very funny.

‘I just think we’ve both been going through the motions for so long now,’ he said, and his words had the stiff, practised quality of a rehearsed speech. (I found out later this was because Jenny had literally written him a script, which demonstrated good sense because Len does have a tendency towards vagueness and our breakup was nothing if not extremely clear.) ‘You and I are too different. It’s not really surprising given your background…’ That, I felt, was a particularly sharp twist of the knife. ‘We’re not really in love with each other anymore, Clemmie. We’re just used to being together. You’ll see, this is all for the best.’

At which point I promptly threw up into the empty Quality Street tin I was clutching.

The fact that he wasn’t wrong was of little comfort. I didn’t miss him so much as the familiarity of having another person around, the worn-in routine of our lives which seemed so tightly entwined. I did, however, miss the cat. And the sofa.

‘I’ll admit, I was initially distracted by how boring he is,’ Serena muses now. ‘It’s possible I hadn’t realized that his boiled-egg personality masked the heart of a villain. But now, now I see.’ Her voice is dangerous, promising retribution, her glower impressive. She helps herself to a slice of pizza and bites into it with unnecessary violence.

Lil hops up onto the kitchen counter and begins to pull the foil off another of the champagne bottles Serena arrived with. ‘He was so boring though, Clemmie.’ She tugs the cork from the bottle with a well-practised pop. ‘You can admit it now.’

‘He wasn’t boring,’ I protest. ‘He was steady, reliable. I liked that about him.’

‘Jesus, Clem,’ Serena exhales in exasperation. ‘He was your boyfriend, not a Volvo. You deserved way more out of a relationship.’ She pauses heavily here before delivering the blow. ‘Besides, we all know that this whole thing with Leonard was actually about the D-word.’

‘No, it wasn’t,’ I snap, buttons instantly pushed. ‘And don’t say the D-word.’

‘Got to agree with Clemmie on that one,’ Lil nods, carefully pouring champagne into three mugs, despite the fact Serena is still happily drinking from her near-empty bottle. ‘The D-word sounds like you’re talking about dicks.’

‘Ew.’ Serena accepts a mug that says ‘accountants are great between the (spread)sheets’, a gift from me which Len doesn’t appear to have been as emotionally attached to as he was, say, to our good glassware or the vacuum cleaner.

‘If I wanted to talk about penises,’ my sister continues loftily, ‘I would simply talk about penises. But fine.’ She clears her throat and gives me a stern look. ‘Clemmie – you know your whole relationship with Leonard was actually about Dad.’

‘Speaking of penises,’ I mutter, taking a long drink from my own mug. The champagne is cold, crisp, the bubbles rush through my blood. Serena only buys the best.

We all have our own relationships with our father – in my case it might best be described as a passing acquaintance. When your dad is an ageing rock god who managed to impregnate three women in the space of four months, things tend to get complicated.

‘It’s true that Len was the anti-dad,’ Lil muses. ‘It doesn’t get less rock ’n’ roll than an accountant from Surrey.’

‘Not sure what you’d know about rock ’n’ roll,’ Serena scoffs.

‘I’m a musician.’ Lil crosses her arms, ‘I know about all sorts of music.’

‘Only music made by women who look like Victorian ghosts.’ Serena smirks while Lil splutters, though it does appear that she is wearing a voluminous white nightdress underneath her giant pink coat.

‘That mass-produced crap you put out at your label can hardly be called music.’ Lil is indignant.

Serena flicks her curtain of subtly balayaged hair over her shoulder. ‘Being popular isn’t a crime. God forbid a song should have a beat, something people can actually dance to.’

‘Can we not?’ I interject wearily, the argument a familiar one.

Both my sisters followed in our dad’s footsteps with careers in music, yet they manage to be two barely touching circles on a Venn diagram: Serena is a terrifyingly efficient executive producer at one of the biggest record labels in the world – polished, gorgeous, her fingernails constantly clacking over the screen of her iPhone, while Lil is a tiny angelic waif who wins over festival crowds with her sweetly rasping voice, acoustic guitar and flower-child energy.

‘No need for you to wade in, Miss I-Haven’t-Listened-To-New-Music-In-Two-Decades.’ Serena huffs.

‘It’s Dr I-Haven’t-Listened-To-New-Music-In-Two-Decades, thanks,’ I reply, refusing to take the bait. There’s no point in us getting bogged down in my parental issues, when there’s plenty of other stuff to be upset about. ‘And I was under the impression you were here to help with my problems,’ I finish forlornly, clambering onto one of the stools at the small breakfast counter.

‘We are!’ Lil exclaims. ‘Of course we are. So tell us what happened? I thought you said they were going to extend your contract?’

‘I thought they were, that’s what the head of the department told me, but there have been cuts and…’ I trail off, pinching the bridge of my nose to stop the tears from falling. I cannot keep crying or at some point I will simply disintegrate.

‘If they told you they were going to keep you on then that’s what they should do,’ Serena huffs. ‘You’re brilliant, an expert in your field and all your students love you. This is bullshit.’

‘I suppose being an expert in the field of obscure medieval literature doesn’t mean I’m as in demand as you’d think,’ I say into my mug.

Ever since I’d finished my PhD five years earlier, I’d taken one badly paid, short-term contract after another always hoping that the job would turn into something more permanent. Here in Oxford, I thought that had finally happened, but it seems that the universe wasn’t done crapping all over me. Just when I thought I’d be able to catch my breath, to actually start adult life at the ripe old age of thirty-two, I find that I’ll be jobless when term finishes for the summer. Jobless. Boyfriendless. Soon to be homeless. So much for adult life.

I drain the mug of champagne and hold it out to be refilled. Silently, Lil complies.

‘So, we need to make a plan,’ Serena says firmly. ‘Find a new job for you.’

‘Academic posts don’t come up that often,’ I say. ‘And they all have about a trillion applicants because of that. Trust me, I know. And even if something does miraculously come up for next year, it won’t be until the start of the autumn term, which leaves me a good four months totally unpaid.’ I am feeling extremely sorry for myself now.

‘How about a short-term loan?’ Serena asks. ‘Just until you get something sorted.’

I’m already shaking my head. ‘I can’t take money from you.’

‘You know there’s always Dad,’ Lil suggests and then winces when I glare at her. ‘I know you don’t want to, but I’m sure…’

‘I don’t want his money,’ I say, trying to keep emotion out of my voice.

‘You’re being so unnecessarily stubborn about this,’ Serena says. ‘He’s a shitty dad whether you take his money or not, might as well let the old duffer do something to help out. And besides, he’s not as bad as you—’

I cut her off with a wave of my hand. My sisters look at me for a moment and then sigh in unison. They know this is an argument they won’t win.

‘So what will you do?’ Lil asks. ‘Have you told your mum?’

I grimace. ‘Not yet. She’ll want me to come home.’

The three of us knock back some more of the champagne in thoughtful silence. I can barely feel the bubbles anymore, a pleasing buzz hums through me.

‘I know what we should do,’ Serena says finally, and her words are smudged by the alcohol, just a little soft around the edges.

‘What?’ I ask.

She grins. ‘We should cast the breakup spell.’






Chapter Two

‘The breakup spell?’ I wrinkle my nose. ‘Like when we were kids?’

Something suspiciously like a cackle rises on Serena’s lips. ‘The Weird Sisters fly again!’

I groan, dropping my head into my hands. The Weird Sisters was a game we used to play when we were about ten and it had its basis in our slightly… unusual family set up.

It started as a comment in the newspaper, referring to our family as a ‘coven’ and my mum had laughed and said, ‘If the pointy hats fit!’ Then Petty and Ava laughed too, so the three of us girls joined in, even though we had to look the word up in the dictionary later.

The papers wrote about us often in those days. When Ripp Harris was revealed to have impregnated three different women practically simultaneously, it was just the sort of salacious story the press could get behind. My mother, Dee – twenty-three years old and an up-and-coming musician herself – had the dubious distinction of being married to Ripp at the time, and so the attention on her was relentless. What would she do? they asked breathlessly. Would she stay? Would she fight for her man? Would she do so literally and preferably in front of a camera if the other two women came within fifty feet???

In fact, my mum did none of those things. She packed up and left (with minimal protests from Ripp), and bought a farm in Hertfordshire with her sizeable divorce settlement.

Then she invited Petty and Ava to come and live on the farm with her, and the tabloids went wild.

RIPP’S EX OPENS BABY COMMUNE was Mum’s favourite headline. She had that page framed in our downstairs loo. None of us were ever really clear what a baby commune would look like, but our real life was nowhere near as scandalous or exciting as the paparazzi outside our gates wanted to believe.

Mum gave up singing, and the press attention receded but never fully died down. The house was our safe place. Mum stopped performing and started an arts charity which she still runs from her home office. She and I lived in the middle section of the long, low, ramshackle building, which had been slapped together over several different centuries, while Petty and Lil lived in one converted side of the house, and Ava and Serena lived in the other. Everyone had their own space, but doors usually remained open, and we tended to congregate in the giant central kitchen, or the worn-in living room.

I don’t know how Mum, Petty and Ava forged the relationship they did, especially under such circumstances, but for as long as I can remember it has been the three of them – best friends – and then the three of us – sisters – in and out of each other’s houses, running around the acres of neglected farmland, growing up together in a happy, loving tangle.

Ripp didn’t really feature in our lives. When asked about the whole three-babies-in-one-year thing, he would just shrug and say, ‘Hey man, it was the eighties,’ with a rueful smile, as if that explained everything, as if the fall of the Berlin Wall and a proliferation of leg warmers made it simply impossible for him to stop shagging everyone in sight, spreading his seed about. (‘Ew, don’t say seed,’ Lil had said when I voiced this thought aloud.)

We were all born within four months of each other in 1990 and though Ripp could presumably have blamed it on the new decade, we were not blessed with any further half-siblings. It’s hard not to take it personally when your dad gives a front-page interview about his vasectomy the week after you’re born. (IT’S THE SNIP FOR RIPP!) That had really given my therapist something to get her teeth into.

Anyway, the general public consensus was that our home was a sort of cross between a cult, a commune, and a site for the practice of dark magic. The reality was of course much more mundane, but it became something of an obsession for my sisters and me, this idea that we were witches – like the three sister witches in Macbeth.

As the Weird Sisters we had dressed ourselves in Mum’s Stevie Nicks-inspired wardrobe – tripping over long, spangled black dresses as we ‘cast spells’ over an old Le Creuset saucepan, cursing our enemies, and gifting one another with radiant beauty, numerous love interests, and – on one memorable occasion – ‘much bigger boobs’.

Mum and Petty hadn’t minded, but Ava said we should be asking for business acumen and stock tips because all that other stuff was for sale thanks to the Patriarchy. Patriarchy was another word we had to look up in the dictionary, and after that our spells got a lot… angrier.

Later, when we were teenagers, we had occasionally revived the tradition during periods of heartache.

‘We’re not kids anymore,’ I say now, but Serena is already rummaging through her ginormous handbag and she pulls out a small wooden box.

‘I thought we might need this tonight,’ Serena says and my mouth drops open.

‘Oh my God!’ Lil exclaims. ‘Is that…’

‘The breakup box?’ I finish breathlessly.

Serena nods. ‘You know Petty’s been renovating Granny Mac’s house and she found it buried in the garden.’

Lil’s eyes are wide. ‘That is some spooky timing. It’s like… destiny.’

I take the box from Serena and there’s a needle of pain in my chest as I pry off the lid. Inside there are several envelopes – one for every time one of us had broken up with our teenage crushes. On the top is a black envelope with a silver star drawn on it. I know exactly what’s inside… the last spell the Weird Sisters ever cast. The breakup spell.

It was right before I turned eighteen and a time of my life I don’t like to dwell on. I had just gone through a breakup that made this one feel like a walk in the park, and Serena and Lil had talked me into a night of drunken witchcraft. We were up in Northumberland at the time, at Petty’s grandmother’s house, and after we cast the spell we buried the box in the garden. I didn’t think I’d ever see it again.

Serena plucks the black envelope from the box and tears it open without ceremony. ‘Three Wishes and a Curse,’ she reads, then she looks up at me and Lil, grinning. ‘Time to reawaken these bad boys, don’t you think?’

‘Yeeeeeeeeeessssss!’ Lil shrieks, falling off the kitchen counter.

Serena starts opening the kitchen cupboards looking for a suitable pan. There’s no aged Le Creuset – if we had any to start with, I’m certain it would now be safely ensconced in Len’s new home – but she emerges with a dented frying pan which she seems to think will do the trick.

‘I’ll get the herbs,’ Lil exclaims, and she makes for the front door, swaying slightly on her feet.

‘Serena, this is ridiculous,’ I say. ‘I can’t believe you’re encouraging this.’

‘Why not?’ my sister shrugs. ‘It can’t hurt. It’s not like your luck can get much worse.’

I groan again.

‘Candles?’ Serena asks.

‘Do I look like I’ve got candles?’ I gesture at the barren wasteland of my home. It is hardly an advertisement for Jo Malone.

With a tsking sound she starts opening and shutting drawers, eventually letting out a victorious yelp as she pulls out some half-melted birthday cake candles.

Lil bursts back in, her hands full of greenery. ‘I wasn’t sure if any of these were herbs,’ she says, dumping a pile of weeds on the kitchen counter.

‘I think that one’s sage,’ Serena says, poking at one of the leaves.

‘That’s a dandelion,’ I reply.

‘Never mind.’ Serena waves an airy hand. ‘Lil, put them all in the pan.’

Serena lights the candles and sticks them in the leftover pizza, which makes it look vaguely festive, while Lil dumps all the leaves in the frying pan.

‘This is stupid,’ I try again.

‘Tell that to your bra size,’ Serena snorts.

‘That’s called puberty, not magic,’ I say.

‘We’ve got a great track record,’ Lil giggles tipsily. ‘Remember when Cam and Serena broke up and we cast that spell?’

‘That’s right,’ Serena says. ‘And then her mum found her secret stash of Marlboro Lights under the bed and grounded her for the whole summer, and she missed seeing Shania Twain in Hyde Park. Who had the last laugh then?’

I blink. Maybe it’s this compelling argument, or the unflinching support of my sisters, maybe it’s the wave of nostalgia, or maybe it’s the bottle of champagne I’ve drunk (who can say?), but I’m actually warming to the whole magic spell idea.

‘Fuck it,’ I say. ‘Let’s do it.’

‘Yessssss!’ Lil pumps her fist in the air and then staggers slightly, tripping over the hem of her nightie.

‘What did we use to do first?’ I frown, trying to remember.

‘We need a salt circle,’ Serena says, already liberally scattering Maldon flakes around the kitchen floor. She runs out halfway around, but, undeterred, grabs the pepper mill and starts cranking that instead. Soon all three of us are sneezing our heads off.

‘Maybe sugar would be better than pepper?’ Lil says, eyes watering. ‘It feels like a sugar and salt circle would actually be really, like, symbolic of life – sweetness and… saltiness, you know?’

I’m in this now, and the champagne fizzing through my veins means that Lil’s argument actually sounds incredibly sensible. I grab a bag of caster sugar and finish up the circle. ‘Now what?’ I ask.

Lil takes the pan of herbs and puts it on the floor in the middle of the wonky circle.

‘We have to have music.’ Serena grabs her phone and frowns down at it. ‘Needs charging,’ she mutters, digging around in her enormous handbag and pulling out a charger, which she plugs in. After tapping at the screen for a moment, the familiar sound of ‘Sisters of the Moon’ by Fleetwood Mac rings from the tinny speaker.

‘Yesssss!’ Lil exclaims again, already swaying from side to side. ‘I remember!’ She starts crooning along with the lyrics, and Serena and I join in. I close my eyes, imagining us back in our old kitchen, the music crackling over Mum’s record player, the smell of lavender and mint pilfered from Ava’s garden hanging in the air. Music was a simple thing for me then. Something that filled our house.

Serena shakes out the paper in her hand and begins to read from it: ‘We are the Sisters Weird, and we come here today to ask the Goddess to grant our wishes three!’

She passes the paper to Lil, who reads the next line: ‘We also ask that you curse our enemy. A man who has wronged our beloved sister.’

‘Leonard,’ Serena snarls, inserting his name here instead of the name written on the paper. The one I definitely don’t want to think about.

‘Yeah,’ I nod, cranking the cork out of a bottle of red wine and slopping it into my mug. ‘Len, we curse you!’

Lil hands the paper back to Serena. ‘Leonard, we curse you! May you never satisfy another woman sexually, and may you get some sort of extremely itchy rash down there,’ she cries.

‘It does not say that!’ I hiss, horrified.

Serena holds out the paper to me and I see the words written there in her handwriting.

‘God, we were savage,’ Lil says sunnily.

‘Poor Jenny,’ I murmur. Serena hands the paper to me and I read the next line, which is in my handwriting. ‘May you learn the error of your ways and feel guilty forever for how you treated me.’ I feel a dip in my stomach as I think about the girl I was when I wrote that. ‘Hmmm, a bit earnest, maybe.’

‘It’s not earnest,’ Lil jumps in. ‘It’s true! Len should feel guilty forever just like…’ She catches Serena’s glower and cuts herself off, before she brings up the ex we never mention. ‘But the rash thing, too,’ she says, flustered. ‘Definitely the rash thing.’

With a nod, Serena plucks one of the candles from the pizza and throws it into the pan of leaves. The three of us cheer, and Serena cackles again.

‘Now the wishes,’ I say, looking at the sheet of paper.

‘Three wishes for Clemmie,’ Lil says. ‘To heal her heartbreak.’

Serena immediately snatches another candle and throws it in the pan. ‘Hot sex!’

‘You didn’t even need to look at the spell,’ Lil says admiringly.

‘I remember it well.’ Serena smirks. ‘Just what she needs. I don’t know if it helped, Clem, but it certainly came true for me. A lot.’

‘I remember pointing out that you could have given it a bit more thought at the time,’ I say.

‘That’s your problem, Clemmie,’ Serena exhales wearily. ‘Too much thinking, not enough doing, and by doing I mean…’

‘We all know what you mean.’ I roll my eyes.

‘You haven’t been with anyone but Leonard for years,’ Serena shudders. ‘Frankly, I can’t imagine anything worse.’

‘It would be good to really embrace your sexuality,’ Lil says more diplomatically.

‘I embrace my sexuality,’ I huff.

My sisters are suspiciously silent.

‘Just put yourself out there a bit,’ Lil pipes up in the end.

‘Casual sex, Clemmie… it’s great and you’ve never had any,’ Serena says.

‘There was Tom at uni,’ I say indignantly. ‘That was casual.’

‘You were together for six months. It was only casual in that you found out he was shagging half the drama society.’ Serena’s tone is withering.

That’s not exactly true. It was casual for me because I was still not over the aforementioned very devastating breakup and therefore not really invested in Tom.

‘I’m just saying a one-night stand would do you the world of good,’ my sister continues.

‘I could do something casual,’ I insist. ‘But I’m not using any apps.’ Last time I was single, Serena signed me up for all of them and made a profile describing me as ‘A curvy redhead with a mind for business and a bod for sin’, incorrectly assuming that this would attract men who could quote Working Girl (good), rather than a bunch of massive pervs who thought I’d be instantly enamoured by pictures of their penises (bad). ‘Thank God I’m a lesbian,’ Serena had said by way of apology.

Now she rolls her eyes. ‘How are you going to find someone to have sex with otherwise? You’re basically a hermit. You hang out in libraries and the only men you interact with have been dead for eight hundred years.’

‘No. Apps,’ I say.

‘It’s fine,’ Lil interrupts soothingly. ‘The spell will bring Clemmie someone to have hot sex with. She doesn’t need an app. Now, Clemmie, do your wish.’

I look down at the paper. ‘I wish for a job doing what I love,’ I read. ‘Wow. Thanks for that, past me. Looks like I’m no further on now than I was at seventeen.’

‘That is unfortunate timing,’ Serena grimaces.

‘But the wish will help get you back on track,’ Lil says firmly. ‘That’s the whole point.’

I feel a kick of pain as I remember I’ve only got a couple of months left in the job I love. I grab a candle and throw it in the pan.

With that, Lil turns and picks up the final candle in the pizza. She reads the words written in her own looping hand with a soft smile: ‘I wish for big love – the unconditional, whole-hearted, soulmate kind. Just what Clemmie deserves.’

‘Booooooo!’ Serena jeers. ‘I forgot how rubbish your wishes were.’

Ignoring her, Lil throws her candle in the pan. ‘The three of us say the last line together.’ She shows us the words.

‘Into the darkness we offer light, from the ashes may we rise,’ the three of us intone. Wow, we were really bringing the drama back in the day.

Then Lil looks at us both, and when we nod she drops the spell into the frying pan as well. The paper catches and smoulders around the edges. There’s a sudden hiss, then a cloud of smoke as some of the dry leaves catch alight.

‘Wait, Lil… are there sticks in there?’ I ask.

‘Maybe?’ Lil says it like a question.

The tiny flames flicker to life, gobbling up the sheet of paper and licking higher, taking over the pan as all three of us watch in stupefied silence. A plume of thick smoke rises. Then the smoke alarm begins to wail above our heads. Seconds later, all the lights go off.

‘WHAT IS HAPPENING?’ Serena yells, her hands clamped over her ears.

‘You’ve plugged your phone in the dodgy socket!’ I shout back, tripping over things in the dark. ‘The fuse has blown. There’s a torch in the cupboard under the sink.’

Lil is on her feet waving a tea towel ineffectually at the smoke detector. Serena grabs the wine bottle and upends it on the fire, which puts out the flames but does little to decrease the smoke.

‘My wine!’ I yelp forlornly.

‘WHERE THE FUCK IS THE FUCKING TORCH?’ Serena growls from the shadows. There’s more clattering, several loud bangs, and Lil manages to wrestle the back door open. Serena finally locates the torch and sends a bright arc of light around the room.

The smoke alarm abruptly stops its wailing but is replaced by a shrill ringing.

The three of us stand blinking in confusion over the steaming wreckage of the frying pan.

‘It’s my phone,’ Serena says finally, grabbing her mobile and glancing down at the screen.

‘Hi, Mum,’ she says, picking up. ‘It’s not actually a great time…’ She pauses here and whatever Ava says has her eyes widening. ‘Wait, slow down,’ Serena breaks in. ‘Who died?’

‘Oh my God, Clemmie,’ Lil whispers, the tea towel still clutched in her hands. ‘We are some seriously powerful witches.’






Chapter Three

Despite what Lil might think, we haven’t killed anyone with our witchy powers. It eventually transpires that the person who died is Uncle Carl, and it was after his third heart attack, which took place hours before we were drunkenly setting light to a bunch of twigs. I am pretty sure that means we are in the clear.

Uncle Carl was not actually related to any of us, but was my mum’s ex-music manager as well as still being Ripp’s manager. Despite my mum giving up on her singing career, she and Carl had managed to stay friends over the years – largely, I think, because he acted as a sort of intermediary for Ripp, organizing everything from visitation days to extra money for school trips. Nothing was too much trouble for Uncle Carl, up to and including standing in for our dad when he inevitably forgot or slept through the days he was supposed to be looking after us – something that happened with predictable regularity.

Carl was a rake-thin man who smoked like a chimney and had a mobile phone permanently clamped to his ear. I can roughly date every remembered encounter with him by the size of the phone. He talked out the side of his mouth and always had cherry cough drops in his pocket, which he doled out liberally in between telling us that he’d never had a filling and that the war against sugar was ‘a communist plot’.

Now it’s two weeks after the spell casting, and I am driving to his funeral. For some reason best understood by my mother, Carl’s wake is being held at our house, after a service at a nearby church. I’m chugging down the M40 in my dilapidated old Ford Fiesta, cursing and running spectacularly late thanks to a mandatory staff meeting at the university that sacked me.

I only hope the car doesn’t simply fall apart before I get there. At my last MOT the mechanic told me that if it was a horse he’d have shot it, a comment which I found unnecessary as I handed over an exorbitant fee for four new tyres and a lengthy list of ‘amber warnings that should really be looked at’.

I take two wrong turns, and when I finally squeal up to the church I realize the hearse is right behind me. Grabbing my phone and my handbag, I sprint through the doors. The place is packed and hundreds of heads swing in my direction as I stumble in, pulling my coat over my too-tight black dress and casting around for my family.

A hissed ‘Clemmie!’ directs me to where Serena and Lil are saving me a seat, and I fall into the pew beside them not a moment too soon.

‘Cut that a bit close,’ Serena whispers as some sombre organ music starts up.

‘Had a nightmare finding the place,’ I say, slumping wearily in my seat. I don’t have long to reflect because the signal is given that means we are all supposed to rise to our feet. I stand and turn with everyone else to watch the coffin being carried in.

It’s hard to believe that Carl, who was after all a very alive person, is inside that small box. I feel a lump in my throat and tears sting my eyes. Lil hands me a crumpled tissue.

As the procession draws level with us I realize that my father is one of the pall-bearers and I feel my body tense. Even though he and Carl were close, I think part of me had expected Ripp to flake on the funeral.

I haven’t seen him for at least a year – the last time had been the one and only occasion I introduced Ripp to Len. They had hated each other instantly. At the time I thought that was probably a good sign for my relationship.

Now he spots me and gives me a jaunty little wink. Of course Ripp Harris wouldn’t let a little thing like the dead body resting on his shoulder interfere with his charm offensive. I keep my own expression stony, and my stomach sinks as I realize I’m going to have to see him later at the wake.

The discordant groans of the organ get louder, but suddenly I’m aware that there’s another sound fighting for attention.

‘YOU HAVE REACHED YOUR DESTINATION,’ a voice intones solemnly, cutting through the music. A few heads lift, and I exchange a look of confusion with Serena.

‘YOU HAVE REACHED YOUR DESTINATION,’ the voice thunders again, and it seems louder this time. More heads swivel.

‘God?’ Lil mouths, casting her eyes up at the high stone roof.

As the six of them continue up the aisle past us and the voice calls out, I notice a hitch in the step of one of the pall-bearers – a man with his back to me. I can’t see anything apart from his broad shoulders, dark hair curling over the collar of his perfectly tailored suit.

‘MAKE A U-TURN IF POSSIBLE,’ the voice yells now, and the truth begins to dawn on me in painful increments.

‘No, no, no,’ I murmur, closing my eyes as if I can will myself to sink through the floor. As if ignoring the problem will make it go away.

‘MAKE A U-TURN IF POSSIBLE,’ the voice comes again.

‘Fuck, fuck, fuck,’ I mutter, fumbling with my bag.

There’s a horrified gasp from the lady in front of us, who glares at me before rather pointedly looking at the enormous crucifix hanging on the wall in front of us. Frankly, I think Jesus has bigger problems. I know I do.

My hand closes around my phone and, as I pull it from my bag, the Maps app takes one last opportunity to scream, ‘MAKE A U-TURN IF POSSIBLE’ at top volume as though directing the coffin back towards the land of the living.

The organist stumbles; everyone in the congregation is looking at us now. The dark-haired pall-bearer’s shoulders are shaking as the coffin finally reaches the altar.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I whisper, muting my phone with trembling fingers while feeling the sort of heat in my cheeks that could power a nuclear facility.

Serena and Lil have collapsed in silent giggles beside me – the occasional unhelpful snort issuing from them as I consider finding a nice open grave to fling myself into.

The service passes off without a hitch after that, not that I am able to pay attention to much of it. There is some music, and a reading from the Bible. Finally, Ripp swaggers up to give the eulogy.

He’s tall, lean, with improbably dark shaggy hair, but his face looks more crumpled than the last time I saw him. His jaw, I notice, is softening, his whole face starting to sag, just a little. His black shirt is unbuttoned at least one – if not two – buttons too far for respectful funeral attire, but the disapproving lady in front of me doesn’t seem to have an issue with that. Instead she is staring at my father with that look… the one that mixes adulation with awe and a stomach-churning pinch of lust. It’s a look I am all too familiar with, having seen it on everyone from my own friends to my year-eight Maths teacher.

‘Carl Montgomery,’ Ripp says now, with a slow, sad shake of his head. ‘What a guy. What a loss.’ He doesn’t speak loudly, but everyone shifts forward, hanging on his words, focussed on the rough rasp of his famous voice. Something happens to Ripp Harris when you give him an audience: he’s absolutely magnetic. It’s one of the things I’ve always found difficult about being around him – it feels like he sucks all the air out of a room.

‘Some of you probably know who I am,’ Ripp says with faux-humility, and the dragon-lady in front gives a breathy little sigh, clearly falling for it hook, line and sinker. ‘But no one would have heard of me if it hadn’t been for Carl. He discovered me, I suppose you’d say, in a pub basement in Sheffield many, many years ago.’ He pauses here, flashing his perfectly even, white teeth. ‘Although for the sake of our vanity, I’m sure Carl would want me to say “not that many”.’

There’s a quiet chuckle that moves through the crowd and Ripp goes on with the eulogy, which no one else seems to notice is actually all about himself. By the time he’s reached his second Grammy win, my attention has drifted, and I find myself absently scanning the congregation looking for my mum.

My gaze snags instead on a man near the front. It’s the pall-bearer again, though I don’t know why I’m so certain when I’ve only glimpsed the back of his head – surely the backs of people’s heads are all quite similar, nondescript things? He’s turned to the person beside him, clearly saying something in a low voice, and I notice that his profile is even nicer than his back. I see a slash of cheekbone, the square edge of a jaw, soft, dark hair falling over his forehead, and curling around the shell of his ear.

Something hot and peculiar lances through my body and it takes me a queasy moment to identify it as lust. It’s been a while, and I’m actually going to have to give myself a stern talking to. Lusting after a stranger? In church? At a funeral????

While I’m sure Serena and Lil would be delighted by this turn of events, I am not. I tell myself I am not repressing my sexuality; I am demonstrating good manners as I fasten my gaze instead on the sad Jesus dangling from the crucifix on the wall. He looks a bit like a melted candle and there’s absolutely nothing sexy about that.

On that thought, the organ pipes up again. This time it’s playing something cheerier, as a pair of curtains close around Carl’s coffin. I realize it’s ‘Here Comes the Sun’ by the Beatles, and I feel another twist of sadness, but it’s too late now – the funeral is over, and heaving a collective sigh of relief, the crowd begins to make its way out into the weak spring sunshine.

‘How many of this lot are heading back to ours?’ Serena asks as we join the throng.

I shrug. ‘Mum said just a handful of close friends.’

Serena grimaces. ‘So about two hundred gawpers then.’

‘I guess so. Where are the mums anyway?’ I ask, craning my neck.

‘They were up near the front,’ Lil says from behind me. ‘They said to just meet them back at the house.’

‘What on earth are you wearing?’ My eyes widen as I finally take in Lil’s full funeral attire.

‘What?’ Lil asks from behind the black lace veil she has pulled down over her face. The rest of her is swathed in an oversized black tent. She appears to be wearing elbow-length black gloves. ‘We’re all in mourning, you know.’

‘She’s cosplaying as a Mafia widow,’ Serena whispers.

‘I heard that,’ Lil snaps. ‘I don’t understand why you two are so unconcerned with honouring the dead.’

‘Lil, I swear, if this is about that bloody bird again…’ Serena starts.

‘He had a name.’ I can only assume the expression behind Lil’s veil is fierce.

‘NO, HE DIDN’T,’ Serena yells. ‘I REFUSE TO REFER TO A DEAD BIRD AS PETER THE PIGEON.’

I smile wanly at the people around us whose interest is understandably piqued by this outburst. ‘Come on, you two,’ I say, my voice low. ‘We’ve got a wake to get to. And our bloody father is going to be there.’

Without another word they link their arms through mine.

‘I hope there’s wine,’ I mutter.

‘I know there’s tequila,’ Serena smirks, opening her handbag and pulling out a bottle.

‘God bless you,’ I breathe as we head for the cars.






Chapter Four

When I reach the house, I pull up alongside Serena’s sleek Mercedes and Lil’s custom lilac Toyota hybrid. Unsurprisingly, they have both arrived before me. Chugging stoically along the motorway, watching them nimbly dip and weave around traffic and disappear into the distance had felt like a rather heavy-handed metaphor for my life.

The house, welcoming and lopsided, looks the same as it always does, apart from the mess of parked cars and the discreet security presence. I wonder if the handful of burly men with rigid posture – who are trying to blend into the bushes in the front garden like that Homer Simpson meme – are here with one of the guests, or if Mum organized them. Either way, I’m glad. At least the paparazzi won’t feel it’s an invitation with the front gate standing open.

The atmosphere is already carnivalesque, with guests spilling out the doors, drinks in hand. I reflect for a moment that aside from the fact that everyone’s draped in black, it could be one of the coven’s legendary happenings.

The mums didn’t throw a lot of parties when we were little, but every once in a while something impromptu would occur – they’d have a group of friends to stay and then a few more people would join and suddenly there was music and dancing and pale green cocktails in empty jam jars. The crowd would always be an interesting mix of artists, musicians, writers and other creative types, and that made for extremely fun parties.

The mums didn’t tolerate any really bad behaviour, and the odd joint or bit of skinny dipping in the river was the most scandalous thing we ever saw, though we were never left unsupervised so I can’t speak to what else went on behind closed doors. I can say with confidence that it wasn’t the RIPP’S LADIES’ CULT SEX-ORGY that one headline claimed.

(‘Just say orgy,’ Ava had sighed, shaking her head. ‘The word sex is redundant here.’ She tapped at the paper with one scarlet nail. ‘Remember girls: words, when used precisely, are weapons. You don’t need to slobber over them.’)

Now, I see – as I push my way through the kitchen doors – that most of the people at Carl’s funeral have taken the opportunity to get a look at the site of all those years of scandal. It makes my skin itch seeing them all here. I don’t think it is my imagination that several faces I pass display disappointment. Where, I can almost hear them wonder, are the sex dungeons and piles of Class-A drugs? I see one man examine Mum’s Orla Kiely sugar cellar hopefully, but after lifting a casual finger to his mouth his expression drops. It must be devastating to discover that Dee Monroe doesn’t sprinkle her porridge with cocaine.

The kitchen is my favourite room, right at the centre of the house. It’s massive and full of light, made up of three of the original rooms knocked together, with wonky stone walls, sanded beams on the ceiling, and a wall of French windows that open up onto the garden. There’s an ancient Aga, glass-fronted cupboards bristling with mismatched china, two large, squishy sofas, and a wide oak kitchen table which has all our initials carved into the legs, as well as the word FUK emblazoned on the underside in wonky, sloping letters added by a daring six-year-old Serena.

Hidden, badly spelled swear words aside, this room is the opposite of rock ’n’ roll. It’s the centre of our family – it’s where the six of us spent most of our time: it’s where we shared family dinners, where we did our homework, it’s where we played games on the floor, where we drooped over the sofas when we had tonsillitis while Mum fixed us steaming mugs of honey and lemon.

Speaking of Mum, here she finally is, drifting into the room shrouded in a black silk kaftan-style dress. She’s holding a bottle of champagne in one hand, which she uses to top up people’s glasses as she passes, pausing to commiserate and offer comfort.

‘Clementine!’ Her face lights up when she sees me. Dee Monroe is irresistible and even I, after so much exposure, am not immune. She looks like a pixie, full of mischief – heart-shaped face, huge grey eyes, a wide, infectious smile. She has pale, porcelain skin that burns easily, and her auburn hair is cut short, showing off her slender neck and killer bone structure. She moves like a dancer and has the husky singing voice of a French chanteuse who chain-smokes Gauloises.

When she wraps me in her arms she smells the same as she always does, of Pears soap and Diorissimo, a perfume she chose when she was eighteen because it made her feel like a character in a Jilly Cooper novel. She gives me an extra squeeze, which I know is because I finally came clean about the whole losing-my-boyfriend-and-my-job thing, and I hug her back, holding on for a long moment.

‘Hi, Mum,’ I say. ‘I thought you said it was only going to be a few people?’

‘Well, darling, I suppose Carl was more loved than we realized.’ My mum looks around her, obviously pleased by the turnout.

‘I still don’t understand why you’re the one hosting his wake,’ I say in a low voice, and even I know I sound peevish.

‘You know he didn’t have any family,’ Mum blinks, her face sad. ‘It’s what he wanted, and he was a good friend to us.’

Guilt churns in my stomach. ‘I’m sorry,’ I reply. ‘You’re right. I just hate seeing all these people in the house, but of course it was the right thing to do. It was a lovely service.’

Mum puts an understanding hand on my arm, but accepts the change of subject. ‘It was, wasn’t it?’ she says. ‘Although I think there was some sort of commotion at the back near the start. I didn’t catch what was happening, did you?’

I shake my head innocently. ‘No, no, I didn’t notice anything.’

‘There you are!’ I see Serena and Lil pushing their way through the crowd. Mum embraces both of them.

‘It’s a fucking scrum in here,’ Serena huffs.

‘Love the veil,’ Mum says, stroking the lace that hangs around Lil’s shoulders.

‘Where are Petty and Ava?’ I ask, scanning the room.

‘I think they’re through in the sitting room with your father,’ Mum says, and I try to keep the sour lemon wince from my face. ‘Let’s go and say hello. They’re all dying to see you.’ She lifts a hand to her mouth. ‘Oops! Unintended funeral humour.’

We decide to cut around the side of the house rather than fight our way through the crowds, and so it doesn’t take too long to find the rest of our parents.

Predictably, the room is heaving, with everyone crowded around them while pretending not to gawp openly. There are plenty of celebrities at the wake, not that I recognize many of them (Carl had worked very successfully in the music industry for over forty years after all), but the sight of Ripp, Ava and Petty sipping champagne together is admittedly a compelling one.

I catch the eye of one man trying to take a sneaky picture with his phone and scowl. He drops the device in his pocket like it has scalded him. My shoulders are so tense I have to force them down from around my ears. I hate this, I hate this, I hate this.

The furniture has all been pushed to the side of the room and people cluster in groups. Ripp’s hand is round Petty’s waist and she smiles up at him good-naturedly. Petty – short for Petunia – is the sweetest person on the planet, and she’s never had a bad word to say about Ripp. She was only seventeen when she had Lil – Ripp was almost forty, so I’m really not kidding when I tell you he’s the worst – and she always says she grew up in this house too. She works as a costume designer for various theatre companies, and is a talented artist. With her long blonde hair and blue eyes, she and Lil pretty much look like twins, though Petty doesn’t have a musical bone in her body.

Ava on the other hand is looking at Ripp the way she always does, with a slightly dazed sense of what was I thinking? I stifle a laugh at the exasperation in her eyes, the arms folded across her chest. Ava looks like a supermodel – almost six foot tall, rich brown skin, ink-dark hair pulled into a smooth chignon, a wide, sulky mouth. She was in law school when she had Serena, and she’s a top human rights lawyer now. Many better men have trembled beneath her flinty glare, but if Ripp picks up on the fact she doesn’t like him much, he’s not showing it. Then again, he always has been oblivious to subtlety.

‘There are my girls!’ he booms now, delighted to see us, and uncaring about the heads that turn in our direction, the interest from the crowd more shameless now that he seems to be inviting it. I have a sudden flashback to the time I was seven and we stopped at a motorway services. Ripp swanned in and yelled, ‘Good morning, Watford Gap!’ like he thought he was Robin Williams, then did an impromptu autograph signing. I got knocked down by the enthusiastic crowd and hid under a display of microwaveable burgers.

My father didn’t notice until we were back in the car and my knees were bleeding. Carl cleaned up the blood with a handkerchief and slipped me a cherry drop while Ripp was on the phone with his girlfriend of the week.

Serena kisses him on the cheek. ‘Hi, Dad,’ she says.

‘So sorry about Uncle Carl,’ Lil adds, giving him a quick hug.

‘Ripp,’ I say with a cool nod. I keep out of his immediate reach, positioning myself beside Ava, who pulls me into a warm hug instead.

‘Clemmie,’ she murmurs in my ear. ‘I’ve missed you.’

‘I’ve missed you too,’ I say, returning the hug. With my life swerving so spectacularly off the rails it’s been a while since I’ve managed to drag myself home. I know that the mums want me to move back, stop wasting money I don’t have on rent, let them fuss over me, but I’m thirty-two years old. It feels like coming home would be the final admission of defeat and I can’t bring myself to do that yet. I am choosing to see this as a positive – it’s possible that there is some fight left in me after all. A teeny, tiny drop anyway.

‘It’s been a while since I saw you, Clementine,’ Ripp says. ‘You’re looking more and more like your mother every day.’

‘Really?’ I shrug. ‘Must be the hair colour. I don’t see it myself.’

‘My most beautiful wife.’ Ripp ignores my cold tone and focuses his sparkle on my mother, who grins.

‘Ripp, I was your only wife,’ she says.

‘There was just no getting over you,’ he sighs, pulling her hand to his lips.

That seems in rather poor taste seeing as he fathered children with two of the other women standing there, and he’s probably being circled by no less than seven ex-girlfriends, but Petty and Ava are used to his theatrics and no one reacts. I always think it’s strange in these situations, how everyone else seems content to let Ripp be Ripp, while I want to fling a drink in his smug face.

‘As I recall, you got over me by getting under a vast number of women,’ Mum says. ‘They just had the good sense not to marry you.’

Ripp’s smile only widens.

‘Let’s go and get out of our coats and have a real drink,’ Serena says, putting her hand on my arm.

‘Good idea,’ I reply, happy to let myself be dragged back towards the wide stone entrance hall where a bar has been set up, complete with bartender.

I unbutton my coat and hand it to Serena. Her mouth drops open.

‘Fuck, Clemmie! Good for you,’ she says, taking in my outfit.

‘Woah!’ Lil agrees. ‘Len who?’

I tug at my dress. ‘Don’t even start,’ I say. ‘It’s my only black dress and I have obviously put on some weight since I last wore it.’

‘Yeah, in the boob area,’ Lil says gesturing to the low cut of my dress where there is, I have to admit, a good bit of cleavage on display. ‘Oh my God, do you think we, like, reawakened all our old spells the other night?’

I laugh. ‘What, you mean my boobs are just going to keep growing exponentially because of the magic wish I made when we were twelve?’

‘Smothered to death by her own boobs.’ Serena shakes her head. ‘What a way to go.’

‘I think all of me has just got a bit bigger, and the boobs are part of that.’

‘Well, you look super-hot and it suits you,’ Lil replies, her eyes taking in the otherwise quite demure black dress. It’s simple, short-sleeved, scoop-necked with a flared skirt that hits somewhere below my knee.

I would agree with that. I’m probably somewhere between a size 16 and 18, and while I obsessed over my weight as a teen, these days I’m quite happy with the soft, dimpled body I see in the mirror. I guess that’s one of the gifts of good therapy.

‘Now where are those drinks?’ I say as Serena stuffs all of our coats inside the cupboard that still houses things like our childhood wellies and several broken tennis rackets (Lil is a surprisingly sore loser with a real John McEnroe streak).

We make our way to the bar and the bartender flashes us a smile. He’s extremely good-looking – floppy blonde hair, soulful blue eyes, maybe late twenties. ‘What’ll it be?’ he asks.

‘Got any tequila?’ Serena lifts a brow.

The man shakes his head regretfully. ‘Sorry, ladies, I’ve got champagne, wine, beer, gin, vodka or whiskey.’

‘I don’t suppose the mums were expecting people to do shots at a funeral,’ I say.

‘That was their mistake.’ Serena grabs the bottle of Patrón from her bag and hands it to the bartender like it’s a precious newborn. ‘Hide that in the fridge back there for me, will you? But give us three glasses with some ice first, please.’

He’s more than happy to do so, especially because passing Lil her glass means their fingers can brush lingeringly. Lil’s cheeks pink, and so do his.

‘I’m Henry,’ he chokes out.

‘Lil,’ my sister manages, and they look at each other as though there should be a halo of tiny blue cartoon birds circling both their heads.

‘And I’m Serena and this is Clemmie,’ Serena cuts in, oblivious to all the delicate romantic vibes buzzing in the air. ‘You guard that tequila with your life, Henry. If these old soaks get wind of it, it’ll be a massacre.’

‘You can count on me,’ Henry says gamely, pouring three extremely large shots of tequila into our glasses before hiding the bottle at the back of the small fridge behind him.

‘Right.’ Serena takes a fortifying sip. ‘Should we go and see what the parents are up to?’

‘Do we have to?’ I whine.

‘Would you rather make small talk with a load of people in the music business?’ she asks slyly.

I remain mutinously silent.

‘Didn’t think so.’ Serena sails forward. ‘Come on, Lil,’ she calls over her shoulder.

Lil and Henry are just standing, silently smiling at each other.

‘Lil?’ I shake her by the arm.

She turns to me, her pupils so wide she looks as if she’s been taking hallucinogens. She makes a noise that sounds like, ‘Waaa?’

I stifle a laugh. ‘We’re going back through.’

‘Oh… yeah… right…’ she says, visibly collecting herself. ‘See you later, Henry.’

‘See you later, Lil,’ Henry whispers, and my sister melts like he’s just quoted Shakespeare.

When we return to the sitting room it’s to find Ripp centre stage – he’s telling a raucous story that involves him and Carl and a stripper they picked up in Las Vegas, and everyone around him is laughing. I know this story because I remember seeing the paparazzi photos of my father stumbling out of a club with his arm around a topless woman. It was the same week he didn’t turn up to my thirteenth birthday party.

‘Why don’t you give us a little tune, Ripp?’ someone calls. ‘Something for Carl?’

‘Oh, Jesus,’ I mutter under my breath.

‘Oh no, I couldn’t possibly,’ Ripp says with a bashful wave of his hand, though his eyes drift towards the piano in the corner of the room.

‘Yes, yes, go on!’ more people start joining in.

‘Dee?’ Ripp says, looking at my mum, and there’s a frisson of excitement, something electric that zaps through the crowd.

Mum rolls her eyes good-naturedly. ‘I don’t think so, Ripp.’

‘You know Carl would have loved it,’ Ripp wheedles. ‘He was always on at us to sing together.’

‘That’s true, Dee,’ Petty puts in.

Mum blinks, and I think there are tears in her eyes. ‘Oh, all right,’ she says. ‘For Carl.’

With that, she makes her way to the piano, Ripp loping along behind. When she sits down in front of the keyboard, she doesn’t hesitate, just lifts her hands and brings them down, a crash of chords as she starts singing ‘Girl From the North Country’. Her voice is still beautiful: warm honey spilling through the room. Ripp joins in with her and, say what you like about the man, he can really sing. Their voices blend perfectly; something magic is happening and everyone here knows it. There’s a collective holding of breath, a stillness.

‘This was Carl’s favourite song,’ Petty whispers, her cheeks already wet with tears. ‘God, she’s wonderful.’

My hands are curled into fists, as I look at my mum, at Ripp. I see the flash of someone taking a photo. Finally, I pull myself away, take a step backwards, then another, and another, until I’m out of the crowd.

Until I back right into someone. Their hands come up to my arms to steady me, and even before I turn around I know who it’s going to be. Perhaps it’s the smell of his aftershave – he was always a little too heavy-handed with the stuff and it seems that habit hasn’t altered – or perhaps it’s the deep, apocalyptic sense of dread that tips me off, but either way, I know.

Slowly I turn around. ‘Hello, Sam,’ I say, and I’m relieved to hear that my voice at least is steady, even if the rest of me feels like I’m on a boat adrift in choppy waters.

‘Oh, my darlin’ Clementine!’ He twangs the words in a faux-cowboy impression and if I didn’t already viscerally hate that song with every fibre of my being then this moment would have done the trick. The man who almost broke me grins down with a lazy, lop-sided smile. It is a smile that once set butterflies loose in my stomach, a smile that made me feel giddy. Now there’s just a dull feeling of nausea, that swooping sense of falling from a great height.

Of course he’s here, in my house, today. It’s as if that bloody spell has summoned him.

Sam Turner – the original victim of the curse, the boy who broke my heart at seventeen – is actually pretty famous now. He’s still good-looking, with his long, sandy hair, and tall, rangy body, but he’s more polished than the scruffy young guy I remember. I’ve seen pictures of him, but have managed to avoid meeting him in the flesh for almost fifteen years. It wasn’t hard – we don’t exactly move in the same circles.

‘You’re looking good,’ he says, giving me a not-so-subtle once-over. ‘But then you always were gorgeous.’ The smile grows, his blue eyes crinkle at the corners, tiny lines that weren’t there the last time I saw him.

Over the years I have imagined this – meeting Sam again. Sometimes I imagine screaming at him, punching him right in the nose. Other times I imagine demonstrating an icy poise as he grovels in front of me. In none of my imaginings did I picture him acting as though nothing ever happened. I never thought that I would simply stand, frozen, heart pounding as he smirked and made small talk.

He leans casually against the wall, drink in hand. ‘So how have you been? What have you been up to? You’re a teacher, right? I was hoping I’d run into you. Your dad wasn’t sure if you were coming or not.’

Something short-circuits in my brain. Even now, in this moment, I’m dimly aware that I’ll regret running away. I can’t do anything but gape at Sam, can’t even begin to sift through the wild range of emotions that the sight of him, and the words coming out of his mouth, have set churning inside me. He’s here, in my house. He’s been talking to Ripp about me. Ripp is here too.

‘I have to go,’ I manage to choke out, and then I shoulder past him, through to the hallway.

There is only one thing for it now.

‘Henry,’ I say grimly, marching over to him. ‘I’m going to need that tequila.’

Without a word he hands me the bottle and I snatch it, running upstairs and down the hall until I reach my bedroom door. I burst through, ready to throw myself face down on the bed.

‘Hello,’ a voice says. ‘Are you okay?’
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