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Jo-anne Atkinson  

An outstanding novel about life, love, 

friendship and the power of music.   

This is one of the most emotionally 

charged books I have read recently.  

Acclaimed singer-songwriter Cass Wheeler 

has been a recluse for the last decade after a 

breakdown.  Finally she has recorded some 

new material and has agreed to preview it to 

a selected audience as well as offering a 

personal retrospective of the songs that have 

meant the most to her over her career.  In the 

course of one day Cass reflects on her life as 

she listens to her music and also considers her 

future. 

There are some books that grab the reader 

from the first page and are far more than 

they first appear, this is one such book.  The premise seems so straightforward - 

a retrospective look at a life using the vehicle of song lyrics - but in Barnett's 

hands it becomes so much more.  Cass' background with the repressed life of her 

mother and the abandonment of her as a child echoed in Cass' concerns about 

her own motherhood and staying in a relationship that isn't working.  The 

positive effects of female friendship and the surprise of love later in life are writ 

large.  All the details about life on the road and the 'scene' in the 1970s are 

described with understanding.  In fact reading this book was a pleasure from 

beginning to end.  I thought it would be 'chick lit' but it's not and I hope that this 

superb book is not categorised as such. 
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Jane Pepler  

A beautifully structured fictional biography and an examination of 

the British music scene from the Seventies to the present day.  

Having read “The Versions of Us” by Laura Barnett, I was very excited to be 

able to read her second novel – “Greatest Hits”. As a second novel, it did not 

disappoint! What I loved about “The Versions of Us” was the structure – three 

different outcomes with the same characters. 

Again, the structure of “Greatest Hits” is unusual. Cass Wheeler, a British 

singer-song writer is reviewing her life through her music. The book takes us 

through a single day, but also a whole life. We meet Cass in childhood and 

review her life with her over a single day whilst she is choosing her Greatest 

Hits for an album. Each chapter of the book concentrates on one song, and there 

are sixteen songs altogether. There is a song at the beginning of each chapter 

and the lyrics to the song tie in to the events in the chapter. 

Cass has a mixed childhood – a mother who abandons her, a remote father but 

a very loving aunt and uncle who rescue her. Her teenage years are rebellious 

and Cass meets Ivor Tait at a particularly vulnerable time. Cass becomes 

extremely famous in the early Seventies, tours America and is incredibly 

successful. During this long music career Cass also marries and becomes a 

mother. There is a tragedy that means Cass completely cuts herself out of the 

music scene for many years. 

I love the fact that this is a fictional biography, it put me in mind of Margaret 

Forster’s “Diary of an Ordinary Woman”. Cass Wheeler is completely plausible 

as a musician and the review of the British music scene over the years is 

fascinating. Laura Barnett has worked with singer-song writer Kathryn 

Williams to produce a “Greatest Hits’ album which I am certain will 

complement this novel beautifully. 

 

Dana Captainino  

The structure of this book is fascinating from the start.  A family 

tragedy halted Cass Wheeler’s career rendering her incapable of creativity for a 

decade.  Now the renowned singer/songwriter is about to celebrate her 65th 

birthday and release her first album - a retrospective - for many years.   

The sixteen tracks she chooses are used to punctuate and prompt the stories of 

her life.  We catch glimpses of her playing the part of daughter, lover, wife, 

mother and friend.  Cassie is so real - passionate, naive, loving and often 



 

flawed, but very real.  Ultimately she is quite selfish and often passive whilst 

others sway between abusing her and looking after her. Nevertheless, we 

desperately care what happens to her. 

Laura Barnett provides a vivid description of the music industry and its players 

and reflects how much blood, sweat and tears go into the process that the rest of 

us simply see and hear.  In some ways this is also a book about celebrity and its 

effects on them and those they know. But these are old style seasoned and 

talented musicians - not a hint of the 21st reality celebrity here. 

To make this book even more interesting we learn of the collaboration between 

its author Laura Barnett and singer songwriter Kathryn Williams on an 

exciting collaboration of Greatest Hits. 

I loved this unusual book and could have read far beyond the sixteen 

tracks covered. 

 

Alex Hetherington  

This is a lyrically soulful novel, full of warmth, passion and kinetic 

energy that rocked to the core of my heart.  

The book is about Cass Wheeler, a singer/songwriter who was a huge hit in the 

60s, looking back on the greatest hits of her life and each song connecting her 

life from adolescence to old age. Narrated over one day it captures the rhythmic 

play of life, told symbolically alongside the music. 

The book is so powerfully charged, the first person narrative is captivating as it 

relentlessly powers through her life. Its finest moments come with her intimacy 

with the people around her. Be it parents, friends, partners or daughters, the 

dialogue and emotion that comes from them is what gives the book so much 

substance. Everyone she meets has relevance to the music and the shape of our 

character, whilst not making the reader second-guess anything. Laura Barnett’s 

second novel is a emotionally rich and an absolute delight. Like a good record it 

is one you want to return straight back to and start again. 

http://boyletstalkaboutbooks281.blogspot.co.uk/2017/04/greatest-hits-by-laura-

barnett-review.html 

 

Sue Broom  

Can't wait for the album to come out - an inspired idea to tell Cass' story 

through song.  



 

I loved Laura Barnett’s first novel ‘The Versions of Us’ so knew how good a 

writer she was before I embarked on this latest one.  It is certainly well 

written and I enjoyed it - she has created a particularly strong and 

endearing character in Cass Wheeler - but, although emotionally moving, 

somehow I found her story a little predictable.  Perhaps a few too many hints 

early on to the events to come.   

The song lyrics fell a little flat for me too without any music to accompany them 

- all I could imagine was an amalgam of Sandy Denny, Stevie Nicks and Kate 

Bush on stage (a kind of hippy, witchy figure in velvet and lace). 

Then on the inside back cover I read that Laura has collaborated with 

singer/songwriter Kathryn Williams to put music to the lyrics and record them 

as an album to coincide with the book’s publication.  And what’s more, they 

pointed me to a YouTube site and a joint interview they have given describing 

their collaboration, along with Kathryn singing her version of one of the songs.  

An inspired idea and I think it will make all the difference for people to be able 

to listen to the songs as they read Cass’ story.  Brilliant, can’t wait.  

 

Ann Quintilla  

An emotional story of the triumphs and tribulations of a singer and 

song-writer. 

The life of Maria Cassandra Wheeler is not an easy one. When she is 10 her 

mother deserts her and Cass’s father for a new life in Canada. Francis Wheeler 

is a parish priest but he cannot cope with being deserted by his wife and Cass 

goes to live with her Aunt Lily and Uncle John in Sussex. 

There she experiences a different world as her aunt and uncle are not 

conventional, hosting hippy musicians. Cass was introduced to music by her 

friend Irene’s mother and begins to describe her life in music and songs.   

This story is a good read that drags you into the possible lives of celebrities. 

They may achieve fame and fortune but at what cost and is it worth it? 

 

Jillian McFrederick 

As a long time wannabee myself, playing guitar and dabbling in song writing, 

this book struck a familiar chord (pun intended!). Cass Wheeler, a celebrity 

singer/songwriter who dropped out of the public eye, begins to look back over 

her life as, now in her 70s, she prepares to select songs from her career which 



 

reflects and tells the story of her life. 

Each song reminds her of that period of her life and gradually we as readers, 

build up a picture of her life, her loves, the tragedies and the triumphs. I found 

this a  riveting read drawing strength from references to real singers of the era 

such as Joni Mitchell, Carly Simon etc as well as exposing the fickle world of sex, 

drugs, and rock’n’roll on tour. Manipulation by the recording industry  as they 

attempt to mould her ‘act’ into something which is not what Cass feels is a 

genuine reflection of who she is, results in her subsequent withdrawal from the 

public eye as her personal life falls apart. With the party to release her final 

album is drawing closer Cass is thrown into a turmoil of memories but the 

conclusion is more hopeful and satisfactory than promised, and one for you to 

find out for yourselves! 

A great read for those of us who grew up during this era and can 

identify with the historical and musical references. 

 

Angie Rhodes 

They say that a song can lead to a memory, that everyone of us has a song for 

certain times in our lives, for Cass Wheeler, this is more than a little true. Why? 

Because Cass is a singer-songwriter, and has been since the 1970s, 

‘What a fantastic life that must be’ is the one thing that Cass is fed up of hearing 

as it's not all it cracked up to be.  Sometimes the ones you love get hurt and 

sometimes the scars left behind never fade. 

Cass was a household name, not only in Britain, but all over the world, when all 

of a sudden, she vanishes from the music scene and for a long time nobody 

heard from Cass Wheeler, but now Cass is in the studio choosing sixteen songs 

from the thousands to place on a personal Greatest Hits record.  Easy? Not 

really because each song opens up a memory. Some Cass knows will bring back 

the feelings she has so long tried to forget.  

A wonderful tender and thought provoking story that will have the 

reader musing over songs that bring back memories for them. 

 

Judith Waring  

This is a very unique angle for a storyline, a reflection of a life lived, 

and a novel which so truly reflects what it must've been like on the 

road trying to make it as a 'folk' singer/band back in the early 70's, I 



 

could really imagine it all so clearly. 

It was also a storyline which resonated as I can remember borrowing many of 

these 'folk rock' LPs from the library as a young girl at that time and loving this 

genre which opened up a whole other world to me and they still hold special 

memories even now as they were the soundtrack to my own growing years. 

I don't always imagine the characters I'm reading about but I loved Cass and in 

my mind's eye I was easily able to picture her as a cross between Florence 

Welsh and Charlotte Tilbury (the makeup guru) both with their masses of long 

flowing hair (albeit needing to be blonde for the book's character!) and dressed 

in long flowing velvet dresses. 

The different pains of being abandoned by her mother as a child, of loving and 

of betrayal, of her loss and eventual recovery, are all so simply written but so 

heartfelt and the story pulls you easily from page to page and I didn't want to 

put it down as I read my way though it - there were a lot of late nights and tired 

mornings! 

I loved this book throughout but I felt the book really started to come alive in the 

last quarter as you eventually learn of the devastation of what happened to 

derail Cass's life and I just had to sit this evening and finish it. 

This is a very simply written yet thought provoking book which stealthily creeps 

its way into your subconscious and as I sit and write this review it's quietly 

knocking away inside my head - I really feel like I got to know Cass and who she 

was and I'm really sorry the book has come to an end; she is such a vivid 

character and one who will stay with me for some time. And it was almost a 

shock to read the author's acknowledgments at the end and realise that she 

herself wasn't actually Cass and not a singer songwriter. 

I'll also think the accompanying studio album which has been written to 

coincide with the book's release is a wonderful idea and one will really complete 

the story. It'd be good to hear the music that was created by 'Cass' throughout 

her life. 

 

Nicola Kingswell  

What would the Greatest Hits of your life be?  

'Greatest Hits' is set on the launch day of Cass Wheeler's greatest hits album. It 

is the story of Cass, a successful folk-rock singer in the 70's and 80's. As Cass 

prepares for the party, she reminisces about her life and the events that have led 

her to where she is now. Each chapter of her life features a song from her 



 

greatest hits collection. Cass had a difficult childhood, abandoned by her mother 

and raised by her Reverend father. An act of teenager rebellion leads to Cass 

moving in with her artistic Aunt Lily and architect Uncle John. Here, Cass 

learns to play the guitar and meets the alluring Ivor, a fellow musician. She 

quickly moves into Ivor's squat and they embark on a short-lived tour of pubs 

and clubs with their band. Cass is spotted by an A&R man and is offered a 

record deal, without the band. She accepts and Ivor joins her. Success and tours 

of the UK and US happen, but Cass and Ivor have an uneasy relationship 

spoiled by his jealousy, adultery and drink and drug abuse. Despite this, Cass 

and Ivor marry and have a daughter Anna, but their relationship becomes 

increasingly volatile and Cass leaves. She sets up on her own to raise Anna best 

she can but it is hard to escape her past. 

This is a big, bold story of Cass Wheeler's life. A successful singer-songwriter 

haunted by the abandonment of her mother, her destructive marriage, and 

illness of her daughter. The prose is beautifully descriptive, the cast of 

characters flamboyant and the story a delight to read. I actually felt I 

knew Cass and her songs. 

    

Sabine Little  

It took me a long while to find my way into this book. Despite the heartache and 

difficulties it relates to the reader, it remains oddly mellow and detached – I 

could not reconcile the way the narrative was expressed with the spirit of a 

strong lady who will bite her boyfriend when she feels slighted. I also found 

myself at odds with the premise of trying to write a character into the existing 

history of music. Cass is world-famous, but had to remain elusive, her non-

participation in historical musical events such as Live Aid explained away in a 

way that felt a bit clunky. 

However, if this sounds as though I didn’t enjoy the book, that would be wrong. 

Everybody who ever made a mix tape (or play list?) will have 

enjoyed curating the soundtrack to their life, and the musical 

collaboration between Laura Barnett and Kathryn Williams is 

inspired, and takes the recent trend of “here’s the playlist I listened to while 

writing” to a much more satisfying and authentic level. It will be interesting to 

see how decades of musical progression will be portrayed in the custom-written 

songs, and I’m thoroughly looking forward to the full list of songs. 

 

 



 

Kathryn Whitfield   

A wonderful autobiographical novel, beautifully written.  I loved 

everything about this story the characters and music.  Another great 

hit for Laura Barnett, my new favourite author.   

I really enjoyed this autobiographical novel about the life of singer and 

songwriter Cass Wheeler.  I found it a fascinating read, following Cass's life 

through the songs she has written. A truly original storyline, each chapter starts 

with a song and then written like a memoir we find out the meaning of each song. 

I loved everything about this book especially the music and would love to hear 

them performed. Laura Barnett is my new favourite author and I look forward to 

more of her work.  

 

Fiona Rothery   

‘Greatest Hits’ tells the story of Cass Wheeler who becomes a successful 

Singer/Songwriter in the early 1970’s.  Now over ten years later Cass is 

challenged to choose sixteen of the most poignant songs she has written to 

compile her Greatest Hits album and make a comeback into the music industry.  

Through her songs and her memories the novel takes us through the journey of 

her life, her traumatic childhood, her rise to fame, her loves, friendships and the 

tragedy which causes her to abandon her music. 

I really enjoyed this novel and the wonderful, very real portrayal of 

life in the 70’s through the music, the fashions and the social culture 

and attitudes of that time.  I’m sure that this book will strike a chord with 

those who have lived through this era and those who haven’t will hopefully 

embrace this portrayal of a life lived through this unconventional and 

innovative time.  

  

Ann Alderton  

Reading like a biography, “Greatest Hits” relates the life history of singer-

songwriter Cass Wheeler, a folk-rock artist whose career runs from the 1970s to 

the present day.  The novel’s chapters are marked as tracks in her Greatest Hits 

album, each of them heralded with the lyrics and album notes of songs relating 

to the significant moments in her life that the book then goes on to reveal. 

This is an extremely skilfully crafted and painfully authentic story.  

Punctuating the narrative with song lyrics creates an intrigue in the 

reader’s mind as to what was the story behind the song and makes it 



 

particularly compelling.  Cass’ life story is believably a musician’s life, 

flawed, chaotic and inspirational, and dotted with complex and fascinating 

relationships.  Margaret, the mother who abandoned her; and Ivor, the 

impossibly handsome but emotionally distant husband who feels cheated by her 

success, are particularly well-drawn characters who enter and exit her life at 

regular intervals throughout the book.  

Looking forward to hearing the “Greatest Hits” that will accompany the novel 

on its launch! 

 

Edel Waugh 

The main character of the story is Cass Wheeler , a very famous singer from the 

70's  that vanished from the music industry for ten years only to reappear with 

an album consisting of 16 songs , each one about a part of her life that means a 

lot to her . These songs help show us more about the woman behind the songs, 

her life and loves and all the ups and downs she faced that explain her absence 

from the industry she had loved so much. A touching and heart-breaking 

story of one woman's journey through life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


