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For Vicky – always my first reader





WIKIPEDIA

Beyond Baton Rouge

Article

Beyond Baton Rouge was an American pop punk band formed in 1990. For most of their career, the band consisted of vocalist Lola Starr, guitarist Ashton Vain, bass player Shawn Accrington and keyboard artist Prunella Sage. The band were managed by former music producer Jimmy Nickle for Universal Music Group.

Beyond Baton Rouge had several hits, including ‘Storm Inside a Teacup’, which sold over 100,000 copies and topped the billboard music charts. After their first album, Don’t Ask Me To Sing Softly, went platinum, NME described the band as a ‘completely fresh new sound’.

In total, Beyond Baton Rouge had seven top ten hits between 1990 and 1994. Their last single, ‘Eyes Full of Wonder’, was their only song penned by Starr herself. Released six weeks before the band split, it debuted at number one in the US charts and in five other countries to become their fastest selling single.

In March 1994 the band were due to perform in Vegas. Lola Starr never appeared on stage. She disappeared entirely from public life and was never seen again.





Prologue

‘Lily.’

I jolt upright. ‘I’m awake. Totally awake. One hundred per cent not asleep right now.’

Dad’s laugh is a soft chuckle. A shadow of the deep belly laugh it used to be. The machines beep, beep, beep around him. Fucking hell, I can’t believe I fell asleep.

In a flash I’m out of the uncomfortable hospital chair, the type with the tall backs that are completely straight. I’m tucking in Dad’s blanket, topping up his water. I’m not even fully awake yet, but I’m folding pyjamas like my life depends on it. Anything to distract me from the fact that Dad’s breathing is this raspy shallow breath. The sort that sounds like it might give out at any second.

‘Lily.’

Finally, I glance up at him. We don’t look the same at all, for obvious reasons. But I’ve always liked the fact that Dad’s eyes are slightly too big for his face, just like mine are.

Now, Dad’s eyes are even bigger in his face. And there’s a deep line between his eyebrows. Stupid line.

‘You don’t sound too good. Shall I press the button?’ I ask him, my finger poised over the big red button behind his hospital bed. Me and that red button are very well acquainted.

The line between his eyebrows disappears. ‘Sit down, Lily, love. It’s okay.’

There’s a beat where I don’t move. I think about arguing with Dad that things are really not okay. In fact, okay is lightyears away, in some far-flung, distant galaxy. But you don’t argue with people who are dying. So instead, I deflate and find myself back in the uncomfortable chair. I reach for Dad’s hand as he takes a few shallow breaths.

‘You know how proud I am of you?’ Dad asks, and for a moment I’m too distracted by the feel of all the bones in his hand. The way his skin feels paper thin there. Like he’s literally disappearing in real time.

‘Course I do, Dad.’ I’m not even pretending or trying to make a dying man feel good. Dad has been, by any definition of the term, a great dad. Both my parents were literally everything you’d want in a parent. Kind. Caring. Unfailingly proud. And oh, look now, I’m going to cry again.

‘And your mum, too, I know she’d be so proud of you.’

Another hand pat. ‘I know, it’s okay.’ Thinking about Mum doesn’t do anything to stop the surge of tears; in fact, it sets them off with a vengeance. Mum died when I was eighteen and it’s just been me and Dad ever since. Being my parent should come with a health warning: *side effects may include untimely death*.

‘There’s something I need to tell you,’ Dad says, the background a symphony of beeping. His face is scrunched up in worry.

‘Hey, whatever it is, it’s fine.’ I squeeze his hand again.

‘Don’t be angry, Lily.’ Dad has to stop talking. I hold the oxygen mask up to his face while he catches his breath. I wait, trying not to fidget, until he pulls it away himself. ‘Lola called.’

For a moment we’re both completely still. It’s as if I’m outside my body somehow, watching us both frozen in time. Can you have out of body experiences when you’re still alive? Maybe not. But Mum, and now Dad and Lola too… it’s just too much.

Finally, I speak. ‘I’m not angry, I’d never be angry, but, er, when did… when did you speak to her? Recently?’

He shakes his head. ‘Years ago. You’d just turned eighteen. She called. Wanted to speak to you.’ Every word costs him.

There’s no need to load up the calculator on my phone, or even have a go at doing the maths in my head, because Mum died two days after I turned eighteen. So, I know exactly when Lola called. Eleven years ago. It feels like all the air has left me, as if I’m the one who needs that oxygen mask resting on Dad’s chin.

I mean, as deathbed confessions go, it shouldn’t be all that shocking. To find out that the person who gave birth to you called hoping for a quick chat. But the thing is, it is shocking. Because I haven’t seen Lola – my birth mother – in close to thirty years.

‘Do you know where she is?’ I ask.

Dad nods his head.

‘There’s a letter. It’s with my will. Read it after.’ Neither of us need to consider what after means. Dad coughs so bad that I cajole him into putting the oxygen mask back on. I tell him not to worry about any of this right now, that it’s not important. It’s hard to care about the woman who never wanted you when you’re losing the last person who always has.

‘I’m sorry I never told you. We were both going through a lot. But it was wrong. Everything I did was wrong,’ he says through the mask. I won’t lie, it has an air of Darth Vader about it.

‘Shush. You didn’t do anything wrong. Don’t think about that now.’

The absolutely last thing I want is for Dad to have regrets.

‘You should reach out to her. After,’ he says.

That fucking after again.

‘If that’s what you want me to do, I’ll think about it.’

He closes his eyes.

‘I know you’re lying.’ Half his mouth is tilted into a small smile.

‘I am not!’ I protest. Even though I definitely was lying. I can’t see any good reason for finding Lola, none at all.

‘Just read the letter, Lily, promise me.’ His eyes are open again. Bright blue, piercing in the way they hold my gaze.

I take a deep breath.

‘Okay, I promise. I’ll read the letter. Don’t worry about that now. Just please, don’t worry about anything.’



Six Weeks Later

Dying is wild.

That’s what I’m thinking as Dad’s coffin disappears behind a set of beige curtains in the crematorium. It just doesn’t make any sense. No sense at all. How can a person be here one minute and then in a box behind some drab curtains another?

They really are drab.

It’s possibly an inappropriate thought to be having at your own dad’s funeral. But focusing on the grim curtains is a useful distraction. Better that than to think about what is disappearing into them.

The curtains finally shut, and I can feel the eyes of everyone in the crematorium burning into the back of my neck. The place is packed – and I guess that is one of the benefits of dying young. Even if it is something of a pyrrhic victory, the fact that there’s a whole host of people who are still alive and well enough to come to your funeral. Dad’s friends are all here. Our neighbour, Mr Cains. Colleagues from school. Even the fucking window cleaner is here.

I think I’m going to be sick.

The music that Dad had picked for the end of the ceremony is still playing; it’s one of the songs we’d had at Mum’s funeral, too.

I’m not sure whether you get to call yourself an orphan at twenty-nine. Orphan makes me think of Oliver Twist and his bowl of grey gruel. It’s just so strange to think that they’re both gone, like I’ve become untethered somehow. Without either of my parents, it’s just me, floating around in the world, all alone.

I wait while the last few beats strum out. The song ends and… oh god, I’m still imagining myself bobbing about like a giant balloon in the sky. I think I’m having a breakdown.

‘Lily, are you okay?’ I turn slowly to Colin, my boyfriend, looking at him like I’ve never seen him before.

‘Course she’s not okay, dipshit, she’s at her dad’s funeral. Come on, you need a drink.’ Seb, my best friend, answers for me. If I wasn’t in some sort of state of suspended animation, I might register the flash of hurt that Colin tries to hide. But I think I’ve maxed out my capacity to feel bad. Like Seb said, I am at my dad’s funeral.

‘What do I do now?’ I ask them both. They’re on either side of me, in the front pew. Chief mourners because I don’t have any family left. I’m not sure when exactly I started clinging to Seb, but he’s half holding me up and I’m only just realizing it.

‘Now we’re going to the wake,’ Seb answers. ‘You’ve organized it all. You just need to move.’

I nod. Okay, wake, move, I can do this.

I try to steel myself for the rest of the day.

There’s a creak from somewhere behind. It rattles through the almost silent crematorium, echoing off the stone walls. I turn, not caring that everyone will see how red my eyes are.

The door is open, just a fraction. It’s only like that for a second before it closes again.

And maybe I’m just searching for meaning in an uncaring universe, but the door opening and closing like that feels important. It feels like the end of something, or else a beginning.






Chapter One

One Year Later

To Do:


	Buy memorial plaque polish

	Meeting with Mr Vandergilden 11am

	Staff meeting 12pm

	Balloon arch order to chase

	Pay Elton vet bill

	Get on top of emails



Nobody wants to be forgotten. That’s what this job has taught me. Everyone wants to believe that they’ve done something, anything, which transcends the confines of their own existence.

And in the case of Mr Chuck Vandergilden, that something is his proficiency with an M2 man portable, backpack flame thrower.

‘And you’re sure, absolutely sure, Sir, that you’d like to include all that in the memoirs?’ I ask him.

‘Now why the hell wouldn’t I, missy?’ he drawls in a thick Texan accent. ‘What I did in ’Nam’s the proudest God damn thing of my life.’

I pull at my collar. It’s hot. I can feel a bead of sweat working its way down my spine. A combination of the heat and Mr Vandergilden’s war crimes is making my skin prickle.

I draw a steadying breath.

‘And make sure you get the death toll.’

‘Death toll?’ I ask faintly.

‘That’s right. There was no more effective killing machine than Company C 1st Battalion. Them there Viet Cong didn’t know what hit ’em.’

He beats his chest. Actually beats it.

I mumble the words, ‘Geneva Convention.’

Luckily, we’re doing the interview over Zoom, so Mr Vandergilden, already hard of hearing, doesn’t properly catch it. The Wi-Fi in the office really is pitiful and every now and then that works in our favour.

I try to force my face into a smile, but chances are I look like that crazed Joker from the Batman movies. ‘Right, I think I have everything I need,’ I say around my fake smile. ‘Is there anything else you’d like to add?’

‘Nah, that’s everything, I reckon. When do I get the book?’

‘I should have a draft of your memoirs for you in six weeks.’

‘That should do it. Alrighty, then, I’ll be seeing you, Louise.’

‘It’s Lily,’ I tell him.

‘What now?’ He leans towards the computer screen.

‘Lily, my name is Lily.’

‘Huh?’

‘You know what, never mind. Goodbye, Mr Vandergilden.’

I disconnect the meeting.

‘Prick,’ I mutter to myself.

‘Lily Brown, is that you disrespecting a paying customer? I never would have believed it.’

Seb, my best friend and boss at Your Life, appears at my shoulder, the smell of nicotine making it obvious it’s him. Must buy him some more Nicotinell gum on my lunch break.

Seb and I went to university together and when we left, he set up Your Life. In the last nine years it’s gone on to become a moderately successful personal memoirs company, a service for those who want their entire life memorialized into sixty thousand words or less.

Writing books designed for a readership that’s almost exclusively close friends and family isn’t exactly a business model that’s going to lead either of us to riches and/or glory. But we normally do okay. Mostly because every now and then we get to ghost-write some celebrity memoirs. They’re what keep us afloat. I love it here. It puts my history degree to some use. Admittedly not much use. But some.

‘Mr Vandergilden’s a war criminal,’ I tell Seb. ‘We should send a copy of his memoirs to the Hague.’

Seb raises a single eyebrow at me. Whatever the weather, he wears all black and has his dark hair gelled back. He looks like a cartoon baddie. ‘Unfortunately, your wage doesn’t allow for questioning the clients,’ he says.

‘I think wage is a stretch, don’t you?’

‘Well, you won’t let me promote you,’ he says breezily. ‘Meeting starts in five.’

I don’t reply that I don’t want the promotion because I like working with the clients. I think of Mr Vandergilden. I like working with most of the regular clients. Seb already knows this; we’ve been over it plenty of times before.

Instead, I’m out of my chair. ‘Let me get the muffins.’

I hurry towards the tiny kitchen. The Your Life offices are above a fish and chip shop in the centre of Manchester, so everything always smells faintly of vinegar. Hopefully the muffins I baked last night for our team meeting are still good to go.

I grab them out of one of the top cupboards and rush back, keen not to be late.

Seb, Clementine and Phil are already sat around the ‘meeting desk’. Seb got all of the office furniture off Facebook Marketplace and quite frankly it makes a mockery of the ergonomics training we get new staff to do. Out meeting desk is basically a fake wood dining table that he paid twenty quid for eight years ago.

I take a seat facing Seb and open the Tupperware box, placing it in the middle of the table. ‘Cinnamon and walnut,’ I tell them. It’s an unofficial, yet key part of my role here that I bring the baked goods.

Clementine and Phil dive straight in but Seb, who mostly substitutes food for cigarettes, just looks at me. ‘Why the fuck are you making walnut muffins, you have a nut allergy!’

Seb has a unique approach to management. Even for him, though, he’s extra prickly at the minute.

‘Please.’ I roll my eyes. ‘It’s not a serious allergy. And anyway, they’re Phil’s favourites.’

Phil, who is eating his muffin in a trough-like manner, holding it up to his face and munching straight through the centre, looks up and nods. He’s the Your Life accountant. He has an open bottle of Gaviscon by his computer for a persistent stomach ulcer. It gets irritated by stress.

Clementine, our marketing officer and would-be TikTok star, launches into a story about an account she follows that shares medical advice, like CPR. I think she’s trying to tell me that if I go into anaphylactic shock, she’s got me covered.

I reassure them all that my allergy is nothing some latex gloves didn’t protect me from. Mostly.

Clementine reaches over and brushes some muffin crumbs from Phil’s shirt. They have an office alliance that nobody saw coming.

‘Right.’ Seb starts the meeting, ‘Where’s that agenda?’

I’m alert. I’m focused during the team meeting. You have to be. Clementine’s minutes leave a lot to be desired. I refuse to be distracted by my phone vibrating constantly on my knee. It’ll be WhatsApp. It’s always WhatsApp.

I can’t help but notice, though, that when we get to the bit about new clients, Seb goes all muttery and won’t look any of us in the eye. Plus, Phil has retrieved the Gaviscon from his desk and is swigging straight from the bottle.

Things have been rocky this quarter. Financially, I mean. There’s no denying that. But stuff always picks up. And I know that Seb had a meeting with Kitty, the literary agent who sends some ghost-writing work our way, earlier in the week. It’ll be fine. It has to be fine.

After some more muttering, the meeting is done. I shake off the niggle of worry. Like I say, it’ll be fine. Fine! I gnaw at the end of my pen.

‘Thank god it’s almost the weekend.’ Clementine stretches in her chair. Her arms and legs are long and tanned. I’m only mildly absorbed with jealousy about this fact.

I won’t lie, I’m rarely thrilled about weekends. And yes, I’m aware that this makes me all sorts of tragic. But personally, I just prefer the working day. The more overwhelming and unachievable the better.

The thing is, to the unsuspecting eye, I probably look like I’m living my best life each weekend. Any descendants I manage to produce will look at my Instagram and think, wow, there is a woman who knew how to have a good time. I have a colour-coded social calendar and I’m in eighteen WhatsApp groups (cue aptly timed phone buzz) and really, my weekends couldn’t be fuller. It’s just… yeah, I feel aimless. Or maybe it’s not aimlessness, but more that I feel lost somehow. Drained. As if I’m one WhatsApp ‘what date can you make’ poll away from a breakdown. And I’m not sure how healthy or normal it is to feel lost or drained like, all of the time.

Maybe I’m just feeling all aimless and drained because this weekend is especially bad.

It’s been a year since Dad died.

But it’s fine. I’m fine. Totally and absolutely fine.

‘You’re crying again.’

I’ve made it back to my computer.

My emails swim before my eyes.

‘I’m fine.’ I sniff.

‘I did tell you to take the day off. Why don’t you go home?’

‘No!’ Another sniff. ‘I have to get through these emails. It’s on my list. Plus, you’re coming to mine tonight, right? Right?’

There’s a definite air of desperation about my request. But Seb won’t care. He gets it.

‘Yep.’ He pops the ‘p’, but he won’t look me in the eye. ‘Finish your emails and we’ll head off in half an hour. Early finish, everyone,’ he calls to the rest of the office. So just Phil and Clementine, who cheers like she isn’t currently tweezing her eyebrows at her desk.

A new email appears in the corner of my inbox and even though I know that I should tackle the oldest ones first, that that’s the most efficient method, I click on it.

‘Oh,’ I say, scanning through the text quickly.

‘What is it?’ Seb asks, peering over my shoulder.

‘Daisy Flanaghan has died,’ I tell him. Jesus. I’m going to cry again.

‘No, how sad. What was she, ninety-eight?’

I hardly hear him. ‘She was a hundred,’ I say. And yep, here come the tears.

Tears over a little old lady who worked in the WAAF during the war and then went on to have seventeen grandchildren. Just feels as if it’s everywhere these days. Death. Like people are dropping down dead left, right and centre.

‘Her daughter has emailed. Apparently, she died in her sleep.’ It’s me talking, but it doesn’t sound like my voice.

‘Do they say anything about her memoirs? Surely, they’ll still want it, won’t they?’

Seb squeezes my shoulder, reading the email from behind me.

‘They’re cancelling. Fuck’s sake.’

Seb stomps off while, through bleary eyes, I reply to Daisy’s daughter.

It’s not a particularly unusual thing to happen, a client dying mid-memoirs. It’s basically a hazard of the job, since the people most likely to want their lives memorialized are those far closer to the end than the beginning of it.

So, I try to lock it away. I try not to wonder whether Daisy had done everything she wanted to do, achieved everything she wanted to achieve. Or whether she had things left unsaid or undone.

Obsessing about things like that, well, therein lay the path to madness.



‘God, we need a drink tonight. Red, white or rosé?’ Seb asks an hour later. I’m acting on autopilot and pulling on my raincoat while he waits by the door. It’s July and it’s particularly hot, but it’s also Manchester, so it’s fifty-fifty whether we’ll get sunburnt or soaked.

‘Rosé,’ I say, aiming to sound like someone who hasn’t been obsessing about the death of a centenarian she met twice. He flicks off the lights and follows me down the stairs through to the chip shop below. We pass Angus battering his fish behind the counter. A line of customers weaves their way out of the door.

‘Night, Angus,’ I call over the counter. See, I am breezy, cheerful. Unencumbered by thoughts of death and dying.

‘Night, Seb, night, Lily love.’ He pulls a long piece of fish out of some wet batter and sets it aside. ‘Our Jenny loved that blanket you made for the baby.’ Angus has to shout to me over the crowd. ‘You didn’t need to go to so much trouble.’

‘It was nothing,’ I call back, ‘really quick to make.’ I dig deep for a smile even though this isn’t exactly true. The blanket had taken me three weeks and one online knitting course to pull together.

‘She’s a good egg, this one,’ Angus tells Seb.

‘Yeah, she’s a real people pleaser. Tragically so,’ Seb replies as we exit onto the street out front.

Bloody Seb.

‘Come on.’ Seb guides me towards the tram that’ll take us to Dad’s house.

My house.

Because it’s mine now, this typical Manchester redbrick terrace. It’s a two-minute walk from the park where Mum and Dad’s memorial bench is. Argh, I still need to order the plaque polish.

I unlock the red front door and go through the hallway to the kitchen, Seb following behind. Elton, Dad’s Persian cat, stalks out from somewhere and starts wrapping himself around Seb’s feet, purring loudly.

Traitor.

I haven’t redecorated since Dad died. Which really is a testament to how much I loved him. Because Dad had… interesting tastes. He also had a completely unfounded belief in his ability to do DIY. Such is how I find myself in a chaotically colourful kitchen, where the cupboard doors are as likely to fall off as open. There’s a whole bedroom filled with a mishmash of Mum’s musical instruments that I avoid like the plague, and I’ve thrown an extra-large throw over the piano at the other end of the kitchen. Extra-large throws seem as good a coping mechanism as anything. At least I’m managing to keep Dad’s house plants alive. I water them by rota and put them in the bath through winter.

I also inherited Elton, the geriatric cat Dad got a year after Mum died. Like I said, he’s Persian, so there’s just SO much fur. So much. Suffice to say, Elton has never forgiven Dad for dying and seems to suspect that I had a hand in offing him. He hates me on principle. Seb thinks I’m being dramatic, but I’m not. That cat has it in for me.

I peer down into Elton’s bowl in the kitchen, sighing as I spot the two pills that I’d hidden in his food this morning. They’re for a thyroid condition and come hell or high water, that cat is having those tablets. Not a chance that Elton is shuffling off his mortal coil on my watch.

‘You’re having your tablets, Elton,’ I tell him. He’s over by the radiator now, padding away in his deluxe, fleecy bed. He turns and shows me his bum as he lets out a particularly vociferous purr.

‘I need this.’ Seb has followed me into the kitchen. He’s busy uncorking a bottle of wine with well-practised ease.

‘Is everything okay?’ I ask him, remembering the muttering of the team meeting. I lean against the countertop, looking away from the fridge. Yes, I am a person who tries to avoid my own fridge. Not for any weird reason. I don’t have a fridge phobia or anything strange like that. It’s just that on the fridge is pinned the ‘Dad death admin list’ that he’d left me last year.

I think he knew that an unfinished list would haunt me. And it does. I haven’t ticked off the last item. ‘Read letter about Lola.’ So, like I said, it’s nothing weird, or anything like that. Just your run-of-the-mill to-do list from my dead dad.

‘Come on, let’s go sit down and we can talk about it properly.’

I nod. Seb’s poured us two glasses of wine already. Large glasses of wine, even though I told him we need to watch our alcohol intake. The government announced new guidelines and too often we’re worryingly close to the recommended units.

We make our way through to the front room, which unfortunately didn’t escape Dad’s ambitious DIY attempts. He’d lived just long enough to see the return of wood panelling and so each wall has some fake wood halfway around it. All painted in different bright colours. Dad didn’t believe in spirit levels, which probably tells you all that you need to know about how successful his efforts were. If I dwell on the wonky wood for too long, my heart starts to palpitate.

Still, I just can’t bring myself to get a decorator in to fix his mistakes. It’s like a really dull episode of Black Mirror: highly strung woman lives for ever in house where nothing even remotely matches.

I sit on the other end of the couch to Seb. He’s staring at the wonky panelling under the window. I take a drink of my wine and try to ignore the sense that there’s something he isn’t telling me.

‘Is it business?’ I ask. ‘Only we’ve had dry spells before.’ I’m doing such a great job of giving the pretence that I’m fine. ‘Plus, you had that meeting with Kitty this week, didn’t you? I thought you did. It was on the shared calendar.’

Seb looks at me for a long time.

‘You know that business has been slow this quarter,’ he starts.

I reach over and squeeze the top of his arm.

‘But are things really bad?’ The business can’t go under. It can’t. It’s all I have. Well, aside from Seb and Elton. It’s all Seb has too.

Plus, how would I pay for Elton’s vet bills? Or for his special food? The rest of my bills are cheap and the house is paid for, so I won’t lose my home, but I might have to cancel my Spotify Premium. My podcasts, oh Jesus, my podcasts!

‘What we need is some ghost writing work. Just one, like, big client.’ Yes, I do always start to strategize in moments of crisis. ‘Remember when we got that EastEnders actress. That memoir sold in actual shops. Kept us going for a year.’

‘I remember, Lily.’

It really was a good year, 2018.

‘We just need someone famous. Or better yet, someone rich. What did Kitty say?’

Seb’s looking at me now and there’s this feeling that the world is tilting. That things are coming to a head.

‘She said there’s a potential client.’

‘Well, that’s great!’

‘But that it’s all very hush, hush.’

‘Did you tell them we’re discreet? Did you mention our cast-iron GDPR policies?’

‘Mm-hm.’

He’s back to not looking at me.

‘It would be huge, if we got the gig. It would solve all of our problems.’

‘Okay, well, this sounds perfect. Why the stress?’ I ask.

‘It’s Lola,’ he says.

And for a second, his words don’t register.

‘Come again?’

‘The person who wants their memoirs ghost-written. It’s Lola Starr.’





Chapter Two

‘Eh,’ I say. Profound.

‘Sorry.’ Seb pushes a finger across the bridge of his nose. ‘Shit, I didn’t want to say anything especially not today.’

He means, I guess, because it’s been a year since Dad died.

I just blink at him while he keeps talking to himself.

‘It’s just that Kitty said she thought there would be lots of competition… and business has been tough… I thought I might have to let Clementine go even.’

That jolts me out of my daze.

‘No, you can’t let her go. Where else would she work while she waits for her TikTok career to take off?’

Seb is frowning. There’s an actual line between his eyebrows. And kudos to that line, for breaking through the Botox.

‘Hang on a second,’ I say, trying to still my now whirling brain. ‘What exactly has Kitty said?’

Seb twists his hands together.

‘That’s the thing, I don’t even know for sure that it is Lola.’

He takes a deep breath. There’s a weird buzzing in my ears.

‘Kitty just said that she’d heard that there was someone super famous, who was maybe thinking about getting her memoirs ghost-written. Said it would be the book deal of the year and there’d be a major payout for whoever got the contract to write them. Apparently, Lola, or whoever it is, wants to pick the ghostwriter herself. She didn’t say that it was Lola exactly, but then she started humming the tune to “Eyes Full of Wonder”. You know their last song, it’s catchy as fuck.’

The song that Mum used to sing to me nudges through the ear buzzing that I have going on.

It’s all quite stressful, I won’t lie.

‘So, you think it’s Lola?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know. It sounded like that. And when I said, are you talking about Lola Starr, she wouldn’t confirm or deny it. Obviously, I didn’t tell her about you.’

My heart is beating really fast.

‘But… but… if it is Lola, why, I mean, why now?’

‘No idea. She’s been missing for what, thirty years?’

I nod. ‘A few months after she gave me up.’

‘Shit. It’s been going round in my head all week. No one even knows where she is.’

‘Most people don’t,’ I hear myself say. ‘But Dad did. It’s in a letter she wrote me when I was eighteen.’

‘OMG, the letter that haunts you from the unfinished to-do list on the fridge? I’ve seen the look in your eyes when you look at that list. I knew it was about Lola but not that he’d hunted her down. I just assumed he’d written you a deathbed farewell.’

I shake my head. ‘Hunted sounds quite predatory.’

Seb puts his wine glass on the old trunk.

‘Lily, I can’t ask you to do this. You’ve never even spoken to Lola; you can’t very well trot up to her now and pitch to ghost-write her bloody memoirs. No, it’s a terrible idea. Let someone else write it.’

That thought makes me feel vaguely ill. The thought that someone else might write Lola’s memoirs. Dredge it all up again. Listen while she talks about giving up her baby… People will find me… everyone will know…

I’m sitting up straight now, perched on the edge of the sofa. I wonder how it would feel, to be brave about this. It would definitely help Seb, and the business. Plus, it’s clearly what Dad wanted me to do. Maybe I could even help myself a little, too. Maybe I wouldn’t feel quite so lost and drained.

Wondering feels like dipping my toe in a still lake and watching the ripples circle outward.

I take a deep breath. Close my eyes. Get ready to jump.

‘What if this is meant to be, like, the next chapter? For us, for me, I mean?’ I ask.

Seb is still frowning and muttering to himself. ‘It’s a bad idea, you might get hurt. You’re already so needy. It’d be off the scale.’

‘Just listen a second, will you?’ I cut him off. ‘You know Dad wanted me to get in touch with her, and it’s a year since he died and then Daisy went and died, and I keep wondering if she had, I don’t know, unfinished business.’

‘She was literally a hundred,’ Seb interjects.

‘And now this with Kitty… it just feels… fated. Like maybe now is the time because everyone is dying all of the time and what if Lola wants her memoirs writing because she’s dying too.’

I hadn’t even considered that fact until I say it, but now it’s a real-life worry.

Seb is looking at me like I’ve sprouted a third eyeball.

‘Fated. Like in the stars.’

‘No, not in the stars, just, I don’t know, something that I need to do. Plus, the business needs the money and I hate, like really hate, the thought of someone else writing those memoirs.’

Another look from Seb.

‘It’s the unfinished to-do list, isn’t it? It’s eating you alive.’

‘No… well, yes, it is a little bit, but it’s not just that. If I could do what Dad wanted and help the business, it could be a good thing. If she’s going to write them anyway, it might as well be us. Perhaps I won’t spend each night crying quite so much,’ I say with the faux cheer of a budget Christmas elf.

‘Okay, we’re revisiting that at some point, likely with the help of a professional.’ He pauses to have a drink. ‘You really want to do this?’

I deflate a little. I did want to do this, a second ago, now I’m less sure. Decisive people really are life’s winners.

‘Maybe. I think so. We might not even get the contract, might we?’

Seb has another drink. Shakes his head. I think he’s quite stressed. A couple of strands of gelled dark hair have fallen forward on his forehead.

‘I already thought of that. The world and his wife will be pitching for this. If it’s really her.’

We fall silent after that. I’m trying to picture how I’ll feel, seeing Lola’s memoirs on a shelf somewhere in a couple of years’ time. Reading in black and white how she gave me up. Or maybe she’ll leave it out. Maybe she doesn’t even think of me as part of her story.

‘There’s one thing we know that the other companies don’t, though,’ I say, my voice louder than I expect it to be.

‘What’s that, then?’ Seb asks.

‘We can find out where Lola is.’

Seb laughs. ‘What, so we can go pitch to her in person?’

‘Exactly.’ I smile. Possibly, I look demented.

‘I’ll go get my Lola folder and we can start from there.’ I jump up from the couch and jog up the stairs faster than you could say, ‘terrible idea’.

In contrast to the rest of the house, my bedroom is a haven of calm and order. The walls are white, and I’ve embraced the concept of minimalism with open arms. Every item has a place, which is why it takes me next to no time to locate the little manilla folder I have tucked away in my wardrobe.

It’s impossible not to think about how weird this all is.

That I’m here, a year after Dad died, about to read his last message to me. Maybe that’s why I’ve been putting it off. I’ve been delaying the ending. Lola and her bloody memoirs have forced my hand.

I slide out the folder and carry it carefully to the front room, feeling like a parent about to show off their newborn to a crowd. Except instead of a group of doting relatives, I have Seb and Elton.

‘Here it is.’ I inject some cheer into my voice for Seb, who is partway through taking a big drink of the wine, resting back against Dad’s couch.

I sit at the other end of the couch from Seb and slide the folder onto the rusty, antique trunk that Dad used for a coffee table.

Seb leans forward. If he notices that my hands are shaking, he doesn’t let on.

I slip open the folder and the letter’s right there, resting on top of my adoption papers and my birth certificate. Plus, there’s a bunch of magazine clippings, because that’s what happens when you’re a megastar who suddenly disappears from the face of the planet.

Which is exactly what happened to Lola Starr.

When I was younger, I was obsessed with Lola, with every article ever written about her. The ones from when she was in the band. By all accounts she was your archetypal mega rock star. Drink. Drugs. So many drugs. Glamour. YouTube clips of them playing in Madison Square Gardens to thousands of people, pictures of her stumbling drunk out of some LA club, in an orange dress so short you can see her black knickers underneath, the (uninventive in my humble opinion) headline, ‘Is Lola Losing it?’

And then there are the ones from after she disappeared. All speculating about what might have happened to her.

I mean, could it be true that Lola became a leading scientologist? Or maybe she really did open an Ashtanga yoga retreat in the Himalayas. LA people are different to the rest of us, aren’t they? In LA, it’s perfectly normal to go from lead singer in a hugely successful band to Mongolian goat herder. No one questions these things out there.

I know all of the theories. I’d collected anything and everything that was written about her, gathering it all and storing it away in my manilla folder like a magpie with a sad little pile of treasure.

What hurts the most is that as a child I’d written to her every year on my birthday. Mum and Dad had encouraged it. I’d tell her stupid stuff about what I’d been up to that year and Mum and Dad had passed the letters on to the adoption agency to forward to Lola.

She’d never written back.

My curiosity had waned over the years. From journalists too. I guess they assumed that Lola really did not want to be found. I just figured that Lola wanted nothing to do with me. And then Mum went and died so I didn’t want Lola anyway. I wanted my mum back.

It’s not about the clippings or any of that stuff now, though. Now, my hands are moving towards Dad’s letter, the white envelope with ‘Lily’ scrawled across the front.

I pick it up and rest it on my lap.

Look at it.

‘No time like the present,’ I say to Seb. He’s been watching me this whole time. Waiting while I do a slow mo (and very dramatic) removal of the letter.

‘That’s what I’ve heard.’

‘Okay, I’m going in.’

‘Good for you.’

There really is nothing left for me to say after that.

If I don’t do this now, I might never do it. I might never know.

I lift the flap of the envelope and shiver as I pull the letter out from inside it. There’s another piece of paper, but I ignore that for now, too desperate to hear from Dad again.

I unfold it. His writing is instantly recognisable. Slanty and with the slight dip of someone who was left-handed.

Now that it’s there, I can’t believe I’ve left it this long to read it. My eyes start scanning before I can properly take in what they’re reading.


Lily,

I imagine it’s taken you a while to get to this. However long it’s been, I hope you’re doing okay. I hope you’re not lonely.

I know you have Seb (I’m betting he’s there, hi Seb), but hopefully you’ve broken up with Colin, you can do better (if he’s there too, sorry Colin). And I know you have a lot of friends, but they’re not the same as family.

That’s why you need to go and find her. Find Lola.

She called once. Just after Mum died. I think legally she wasn’t allowed to get in touch until you were eighteen and I don’t know how she got our home phone number, but she did.

I’m so sorry that I never told you, Lily. She asked if she could speak to you and I was so mad at everything, at the fact that she was alive when your mum wasn’t, I called her a bunch of stuff I shouldn’t have done. I told her that you never wanted to hear from her and that she had to respect that and put the phone down. I told her that you hated her. I was terrified of losing you. I’m a coward for telling you this now, I know.

When I got the diagnosis and once I’d Googled it (stage four pancreatic cancer makes for miserable reading), I knew you’d need someone after. I hired a private investigator to look for Lola.

Anyway, I’ve enclosed their report.

I hope you’ll consider finding her, Lily.

If you do go to her, you’re going to find out some other truths I’m not proud of. I’m sorry about that, too. I hope you know that everything we did, it was because we loved you so much. You and your mum are the best thing that ever happened to me and I’m so proud of you.

Know that if I could have stayed, I would have done.

Love always, Dad





My face is wet by the time I read Dad’s letter again. And again. Even Seb produces a tear when I read it out loud.

He gets up and marches to the kitchen, announcing, ‘We need more wine.’

For once, I don’t have the energy to worry about his poor liver. While he’s gone, I unfold the second sheet of paper from the envelope. I had no idea that Dad had hired a private investigator, but now, I’m reading their report.


DALTON AND SONS PRIVATE INVESTIGATORS

Bronx, NY, United States

Case number: 315-426

Account: **7634

Date: 14th May 2022

Status: FINAL REPORT

Summary:

This report details information obtained via inland revenue and electoral registers into the whereabouts of one LOLA STARR. Lola is believed to reside at the address below:

Broadford Hotel and Water Sports Centre

Broadford

Isle of Skye

Scotland

IV49 9AB

After conducting extensive research into several unconfirmed sightings of LOLA STARR in the United States, our investigation concluded that one LOLA STARR has resided at the above address since approximately 16 March 1994, when she first appears on the electoral register of the UNITED KINGDOM under the name Lola Vain. According to deed polls, Lola Starr became Lola Vain in January 1994. Lola Vain is the same person as Lola Starr, the former lead singer of the pop punk band Beyond Baton Rouge. Our investigation concludes that neither Lola Starr, nor Lola Vain are registered as having been married. Lola Starr has no children beyond one, Lily Brown. The adoption order for Lily was finalized in March 1994.

As per our client’s request, no contact has been made with the subject of this report. This information was correct as of 14 May 2022.

Please find attached our invoice. Payments can be made via bank transfer or over the telephone.



In something that feels close to complete and utter shock, I search for Lola’s hotel on my phone, pulling up an image of a white building next to a lake.

I can’t believe Lola lives there. Here. This whole time I’d been sure that there was a full-on gigantic ocean between us when she’s been right here the whole time.

‘Shit,’ Seb says, reading over my shoulder. ‘She was way easier to find than I thought she’d be.’

‘I don’t know if she was,’ I tell him. I sound like I’ve been drugged. ‘It says they looked in America first. No one expected her to be in the UK. She was American. Why is she in Scotland?’

I’m just looking between the letter and my phone.

My brain can’t connect the image of Lola in my imagination with a Lola who lives in some secluded spot in Scotland. It’s there in black and white. Lola was a party girl, a superstar. Lola in the band had more glamour in her little finger than I have in my entire being. I look again at the picture of her in the orange dress. Her hair is blonde and big. Not big in the way that mine gets big, which is entirely of its own violation. Big in a way that suggests it was meant to be like that. Her eye make-up is smudged, so I know there was a lot of it. Her lipstick is bright red. I don’t know if it’s weird to notice your birth mum’s boobs, but she’s wearing the push-up bra to end all push-up bras. We’re just… very obviously different.

And that’s before you even consider that she used to hang out with Bill Clinton.

I silently spiral while Seb sifts through some of the magazine articles that I have in my folder. Being gentle with them.

‘Right,’ he says. ‘Let’s sort this shit out. Start at the beginning. Tell me what we know about Lola already.’

I take a deep breath.

I don’t like talking about Lola, but I do know many things about her. Apparently, it’s a thing when you’re adopted. They like kids to know about their birth mum because it saves them coming up with their own version of events, or else jumping to conclusions. Mum and Dad had told me a bit about Lola’s early life, information the adoption agency must have shared with them.

Talking about Lola’s early life feels a lot safer than thinking about that letter.

‘Okay, so you probably know some of this stuff, I mean, it’s on her Wikipedia page. Lola grew up just outside Baton Rouge, Louisiana. That’s where they got the name of the band from, I think. She was really poor, from what Mum and Dad said.’

‘How did she end up in the band, then?’ Seb asks.

‘It’s one of those stories that no one believes could happen in real life, but Jimmy Nickel, you know their manager, he was on holiday there and heard her busking. She was only seventeen or something, crazy young. Anyway, he was putting a band together in LA. The label wanted to tap into the pop punk thing that was big in the nineties, find the next Gwen Stefani. He invited her to try out, and you know the rest. They were huge. More so in America, but big over here, too. It makes sense that she’d go a bit wild, when you think about where she came from.’

‘He died a few years back, didn’t he?’

‘Jimmy?’ I ask. Seb nods.

‘Yeah, I think so. I haven’t heard much about him for years, but he was like Simon Cowell famous when the band made it big.’

‘So, Lola goes to LA and gets proper famous. What next – where do you come in? You don’t know who your dad is, right?’

Seb must see me flinch.

‘Your birth dad,’ he clarifies.

‘Nope.’ I leaf gently through the stack of papers, pulling out my birth certificate and showing Seb the blank space where a dad’s name should be. It’s a space that I felt a lot when we did genetics in biology, or a couple of years ago when the GP asked me, ‘any family history of…’ and I had to shrug and admit that I had no idea. It’s not helpful to be thinking about that right now, though.

‘Mum and Dad suspected her bandmate. The guitar player, Ashton Vain. According to the papers, they were very much on again, off again. I think he was from Scotland, too, so maybe that’s why Lola is here. I always assumed she was in America. Plus, look.’ I hold up the investigators’ report. ‘Lola took his name, his surname, I mean. Vain. It must have been him.’

Seb nods. ‘At least he’s still alive. I had a poster of him on my bedroom wall when I was a teenager. How weird is that?’

‘Too weird to think about. He’s been in various bands over the years. Smaller ones. Even now he seems to spend his life permanently on tour.’

‘I didn’t like his solo stuff as much.’

I have another drink and carry on.

‘Lola was twenty-one when she had me. Maybe Ashton just wasn’t interested or whatever, but she was obviously on her own. I guess she thought that she’d have to quit the band if she kept me and go back to being poor. Giving me up for adoption was the right thing to do, if you think about it rationally.’

I try out a smile. Yikes, bad idea. I stare down at the unevenly tiled floor instead.

‘Hard to be rational about being dumped as a baby.’

I roll my eyes. ‘I wasn’t dumped as a baby, it’s not like she left me in the bin. She went through the proper channels, and I got so lucky. You know how great Mum and Dad were.’

Seb raises his glass. ‘To the Browns.’

I cheers, swallowing past the lump in my throat.

Seb looks at the papers I’ve spread across the rusty coffee table trunk.

‘So much of it doesn’t make sense,’ he says, rifling a bit. ‘Why did she leave the band? If, like you say, she put you up for adoption because of the fame thing, why did she quit it a couple of months later? Right after they had their biggest, and best, single. It doesn’t make any sense.’

I shrug. ‘That’s the mystery. No one knows why she quit.’

‘And why would she want to go over it all? Why get someone to ghost-write her memoirs now?’

I make a movement that feels something like a shrug. My shoulders are up by my ears at any rate. I’m once again confronted by the thought that my birth mum is riddled with some sort of disease. That’s what always happens. People get told they’re going to die, and they want to write it all down. Make sure there’s something left behind.

‘Could quitting the band have had something to do with you?’ Seb wonders out loud. ‘It’s too much of a coincidence, timing wise, don’t you think? And no one knows about you, do they?’

I shake my head.

‘Definitely not. No one knew that Lola was pregnant. Her management put out a statement to say that she was in rehab. It’s in one of the articles speculating on where she went. Here.’

I pick up the article I’m talking about. It has a big picture of Lola in her tight orange dress down the side. ‘Here,’ I read aloud.



Lola Starr, lead singer of Beyond Baton Rouge and all-round megastar, has seemingly disappeared off the face of the planet. Lola, known for her amazing voice, didn’t make a scheduled appearance in Vegas, much to the disappointment of lots of Beyond Baton Rouge fans. We can’t help but wonder where she’s gone! Lola’s no stranger to stints in rehab – her management confirmed she was there just last year. Is that what’s happened here? Who knows? But if you’re reading this, Lola, come back! We love you.



‘The shit these people write… honestly. Maybe she’d just had enough of them,’ he says.

I laugh. ‘Maybe. Either way, I don’t know that me being born did have anything to do with Lola quitting. Because if she quit because of me, why didn’t she answer any of my letters, or try harder to get in touch?’

‘Well, this is all interesting, very interesting.’ Seb drums his fingers on his wine glass. ‘I mean, it’ll make a great memoirs. No doubt about that. But could you stand to write it, even if we got the gig?’

I have another drink, to buy myself some thinking time.

‘I don’t love the thought of the story getting out. What if she tells them that she had a baby that she just dumped? Everyone will know she didn’t want me then.’

I look down at Lola’s address again and blink a couple of times when the words start to swim in front of me.

‘Have you ever been to the Isle of Skye?’ I ask Seb.

‘Fuck no. It’s like, a million miles away. You know that I loathe the outdoors.’

‘This is going really well.’ I sniff. ‘How are you with water sports, then?’ I ask him.

‘Don’t try to change the subject, Lily Brown! But since you asked, I’m not that kinky. For the right man, perhaps I’d give it a go…’

‘Not that kind of water sports, idiot. Lola’s hotel is by a lake, there’s water sports there.’

‘I see. Well, I don’t have any desire to jet-ski. I did used to be a Boy Scout, though.’

‘Of course you did.’

‘But you’re the one who’s always exercising.’

‘I’m not always exercising.’

‘Last weekend, you did yoga for six hours straight.’

‘That was a sponsored event. I told you, Chantelle, Sarah’s best friend’s cousin, is raising money for the polar bears of Nunavut.’

I do so many of these sponsored events that Seb keeps complaining I’m sending him into insolvency.

‘Whatever, babe. All I’m saying is that you’re much more likely to pull off Sporty Spice than me.’

He has a point. I’ve never even seen him in trainers.

‘So, what, you think we just go up to this island in the middle of nowhere,’ I ask, my heart racing hummingbird wing levels of fast, ‘and announce that I’m her long-lost daughter who just happens to work for a business that would quite like to ghost-write her memoirs?’

I ask it like it’s a question but at the same time, I’m dismissing the whole thing. It’s a stupid idea. I might not know Lola, but I know what she’s like. It’s there in print. She’s a famous singer who parties hard. She’s the woman who left me as a baby, called once in thirty years and didn’t answer any of my letters. She will not want to know me.

And then, if I march on up to Scotland and she rejects me as an adult too, well, that would be all sorts of nightmarish. I’d be in therapy for the rest of my life.

And yet, this image I have of Lola… well, I never would have put that Lola somewhere like the Isle of Skye. Somewhere so quiet. In every single YouTube clip of her she’s surrounded by noise. Music, fans, paparazzi. She’s always smiling, too, like she liked it, all the noise.

It never made sense why she just up and quit like she did.

Deep down, I assumed she disappeared so that I wouldn’t ever find her.

‘Or,’ Seb says, shuffling closer to me on the couch. ‘We go up there, pretend we’re on holiday, plead ignorance about knowing that Lola wants her memoirs writing and just play it off as a coincidence. If none of the other agencies even know where she lives, we’d have a massive advantage.’

‘And what about telling her who I am?’

‘You don’t have to tell her. That’s the beauty of it.’ Seb has what I’d describe as his evil genius face on. An eyebrow is arched. ‘You can get to know her a bit, incognito.’

‘That’s a lot of lying to my birth mother.’

‘She did dump you as a baby.’

It’s not a terrible idea. It’s actually far from terrible.

My hands are working my phone, hitting keys with more force than is strictly necessary for a touch screen, as I pull up the booking form for the hotel.

I could finally get some answers. I could see her and maybe hear her side of things without ever having to confront her. I avoid any and all confrontation as a general rule. I could save the business.

I love saving things.

It’s my favourite pastime.

‘If we did go, we’d have to stay a couple of days.’ I scroll. ‘There’re two cottages in the gardens of the hotel. One is booked up all summer, but the other one is free for most of it. We could spend a few nights there and let the memoirs thing just come up naturally while we’re having a chinwag with Lola.’ I look up at Seb. He’s smirking. ‘This is a terrible idea, isn’t it?’

‘Sorry, I was just thrown by someone under eighty using the word chinwag. Yes, it’s a terrible idea. But now that we know where she is, can you imagine not going? Could you let someone else go and write this?’

I sit with the question for a second. I mean, I’m fine now. Totally fine. I have lots of friends. I have Seb. I have Elton. I only cry in the dark max one or two nights a week. And yes, there’s the time I spend crying at Mum and Dad’s bench to consider, but that has to be normal. So, I’m fine. I just thought I had time to deal with Lola at some other (far off in the future) point. But if she’s planning to sell her memoirs now… well, that changes things.

Plus… that’s what I thought about Mum and Dad, and Daisy Flanaghan, isn’t it? I thought I’d have more time.

How would I feel if Lola is sick, and I didn’t get chance to at least see her with my own eyes? To have one single memory that is real.

‘I think I’d regret it,’ I admit.

‘Regret gives you wrinkles,’ Seb says. ‘And you never know, you might decide you quite like her and you want to tell her who you are. We could get Davina McCall involved.’ He sits up straighter. ‘Oh, I know, we could get a balloon thing like people use for those awful gender reveals. Or the cannons, the cannon ones are
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