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For my soul mate, Demi


Act I

Curtain Up!


Life’s a Stage by Lili Allure


My thoughts on dealing with a mother’s suicide:

Wear a corset. A well-fitted corset hugs you like a stern pair of arms, reminding you the best performers stay in perfect control of their feelings. The show must go on.
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As a striptease performer, Lili believed ‘conceal and reveal’ came down to perfect timing. Concealing her body with feathered fans, then revealing twirling tassels and a crystal thong, was captivating only if the timing was perfect.

The trick was to reveal at exactly the right moment. Being taken to her mum’s flat only days after the body was found was a reveal too soon.

‘I haven’t cried yet,’ Lili told PC Maureen Fletcher, as they reached the boarded-up door to Viv Morgan’s flat. ‘Who doesn’t cry when their mum dies? I must be a monster.’

‘People deal with death in all sorts of ways.’ The family liaison officer, a pale, rounded woman with downturned eyes, inserted a crowbar and began levering.

‘Who do you think bunged up the lock?’ Lili glanced at the police padlock covered in chewing gum.

‘Probably just kids. You know, seeing the place again, it might help you understand things a bit better. Your mum was in something of a strange place when she passed.’

Lili lit a cigarette and took shaky puffs. ‘She was something of a strange woman.’ Smoke floated from her red lips, wreathing three reddish-brown victory rolls set above her forehead.

Beneath the make-up, Lili had a handsome face with a long nose and strong, straight teeth. Her boyish good looks were only feminine with the right cosmetics. Her body was a different story.

‘People experience all sorts of feelings when a loved one passes away,’ said the police officer. ‘All part of the grieving process.’

‘I don’t think I’m grieving,’ said Lili. ‘I just feel angry.’ Both her hands were shaking. ‘And scared. I’m scared to see Mum’s flat again. Petrified, actually.’

The police officer stopped working the crowbar. ‘You’re sure you’re ready for all this?’

‘I’ll never be ready. But I may as well get it over with.’ Lili’s eyes were tight and hot, but tears just wouldn’t come.

‘Right.’ PC Fletcher began prising wood again. ‘Looks like the lock works. As soon as I get their board off, you’ll be fully operational.’

Crack!

‘If Mum was here right now, do you know what I’d do?’

‘What?’ PC Fletcher’s eyes softened.

‘I’d strangle her.’

‘Oh.’

‘I mean, not literally, but … I hate her for doing this. I can’t think straight, I can’t eat … I’m on a diet of coffee and fags …’

‘This time of year, sad to say, suicide isn’t uncommon,’ said PC Fletcher. ‘The January blues.’

‘She was sad all year round.’ Lili swallowed and looked away.

‘I hope you don’t mind me saying this but the way your mum was living … it would get anyone down.’

Crack!

‘She’s always been messy.’ Lili watched shadows appear behind net-curtained windows as tower block residents came to stare. It was an unusual view – a tall girl in seamed stockings, long gloves and bright red lipstick breaking into one of the flats. ‘I lived with her for years.’

‘It’s not just the mess.’ PC Fletcher worked the crowbar back and forth. ‘Did the station give you our bereavement leaflet?’

‘No. But it’s fine. I don’t feel bereaved. Just angry.’

‘I’ll have them send you one. What’s your address?’

‘Kate Hamilton’s Supper Club.’

‘Not work, love. Your home address.’

‘That is my home address.’ Smoke zigzagged from the cigarette in Lili’s trembling glove. ‘It’s not permanent, but the manager lets me stay in the main dressing-room.’

Crr..ack!

Wood bounced to the floor, revealing the familiar brown front door Lili had lived behind for too many years.

Every other front door in the tower block had been repainted since the council-issued decoration of the 1970s, but not Viv Morgan’s. The brown paint had stayed, just like the aluminium window frames, gas fire and orange-and-lime painted kitchen.

‘You’re an actress then.’ PC Fletcher pushed open the battered front door. ‘You look familiar.’

‘No, a burlesque dancer,’ said Lili, wondering how on earth PC Fletcher hadn’t heard of Kate Hamilton’s. The police tried to close down the club every other weekend for licence violation. Only a few weeks ago Lili had been practically naked on stage, boobs covered in glitter, shouting at a police officer who was trying, and failing, to arrest her.

This is art, you fucking idiot! Look at the stage – how many strip clubs have you seen with fake snow?

‘Ah ha.’ The policewoman gave a nod as if to say, ‘That explains everything’. ‘Yes, now I come to think of it, I’ve seen posters of you. You were quite the thing a few years back, weren’t you?’ She patted Lili on the shoulder, her hand meeting fake fur. ‘You might want to compose yourself before we go inside. Get yourself calm.’

‘Okay. Calm.’ Lili’s throat tightened. Her eyelids stung under thick eyeliner as PC Fletcher stood aside and let her into the hallway, but she didn’t cry.

Together, Lili and PC Fletcher walked into the lounge.

In eighteen years, nothing had changed.

The red-tasselled sofa leaned against the far wall, facing a Blu-tacked magazine page of a young Viv in a 1970s advertisement. Viv was proud of her modelling days. Her girl-next-door looks meant, as a young woman, she’d always been cast as the perfect, pretty housewife.

Drayton’s fully-fitted carpet makes any house a home.

Viv’s flat, however, was far from picture-perfect.

There were cereal bowls and mugs filled to the brim with lipstick-stained cigarette butts, and a row of empty wine bottles lined up on the TV. And, of course, the boxes. Boxes, boxes everywhere, piles of them slumping over themselves in great, brown stacks.

‘She was a hoarder,’ said Lili, feeling blood stinging her white-powdered cheeks. ‘There weren’t so many boxes when I lived here. But it’s all the same, really. The mess, the fag ends, the wine bottles. And all the things she couldn’t bear to throw away. Just the same.’

The guilt was still there too, woven into the stained carpet, lounging on the sagging sofa.

The day Lili left home, she’d put Viv’s lifestyle away in a dark corner of her mind, like the empty Ibuprofen packets Viv hid under the sofa cushions. But Lili’s guilt had never gone away.

No matter how thick a curtain Lili pulled around thoughts of her mother, she was still the heartless daughter. The one who’d left. Who should have stayed to help Viv pull herself together.

‘She was such a mess,’ said Lili. ‘Such a complete fucking mess. I’d die if I ended up like her.’ She dropped her cigarette into an overflowing ashtray.

PC Fletcher gave an uncomfortable cough. ‘You know, grief—’

‘She couldn’t throw anything away,’ Lili interrupted, looking into one of the boxes and seeing crumpled clothing. Another was full of old handbags.

Someone, probably a police officer, had been thoughtful enough to open a window, but no amount of fresh air could remove years the smell of tobacco and damp that clung to the boxes.

‘I never understood it,’ said Lili. ‘She kept such rubbish. Things she was never going to use.’ She lit another cigarette. ‘I hadn’t seen her in years, she was never really a mum to me, but … I should be crying, shouldn’t I?’ She looked at her cigarette.

‘I think I should stay with you while you look around.’ PC Fletcher’s palm pressed on Lili’s shoulder. ‘There’s more to see. In the bedroom. I must warn you, it’s … you might feel a bit emotional. People in a state of depression sometimes exhibit manic behaviour. It can be upsetting for relatives.’
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Lili took another puff of cigarette to steady her voice. She pulled white fur around her shoulders. ‘No, I’ve already taken up too much of your time. It’s so nice of you to come up here with me, but you’re busy. You get back to the station.’

Officer Fletcher looked uncomfortable. ‘Is there anyone else who could come up, keep you company? Your family? And feel free to call me Maureen, by the way.’

‘I don’t really talk to my family.’

‘Right. What about your mum’s boyfriend?’

‘Ben? I wouldn’t feel right about it – not yet.’ Lili ran gloved fingers over a frayed sofa arm. ‘How’s he taking it all?’

‘Not so well. He’s seeing one of our bereavement counsellors.’

‘I wouldn’t feel comfortable talking to him anyway. I don’t really know him. Me and Mum … I hadn’t seen her for a long time. I wasn’t involved with her life.’

‘It would be best to have someone here when you look in the bedroom—’

‘No, really.’ Lili shook her head, curls wobbling in their hairpins. ‘I want to deal with this by myself. I’m not freaking out. I’m fine.’

‘Right. They’ve kept your mum’s door key for investigation, but you said on the phone—’

‘It’s all right.’ Lili reached into her bag and pulled out a key. ‘I’ve still got mine. After all these years.’

Maureen inspected the front-door lock. ‘Someone’s made a pig’s ear of fixing this. Still – looks like it works, that’s the main thing.’ The Yale lock was on the latch, so Maureen snapped it free, checking it still secured the door. ‘Safe and sound. I’ll send someone to take the board away. Well, good luck. Call us if you need anything.’

‘All right, thanks.’ Lili took a long drag of her cigarette, feeling the filter burn her gloved fingers. She heard the letter-box rattle as PC Fletcher closed the door behind her.

She looked around the living room. The sofa was, she noticed, leaking green stuffing now and sagging like an old lady.

She waited long enough for PC Fletcher to walk down the stairs, then said: ‘How could you do this, Mum? How could you do this?’

She grabbed handfuls of sofa stuffing and punched dusty cushions.

‘You selfish woman. You stupid, selfish woman.’ She buried her head in the sofa and felt embroidered cushion on her nose and cheeks, but still no tears.

Getting to her feet, Lili took deep breaths and walked into the kitchen. Dirty, chocolate-brown mugs and plates floated in a sink of cold water.

Lili picked up a wet plate. She hurled it at the wall and broken china fell on to the draining board. She aimed a mug at the wall too, but then emptiness overwhelmed her. She let the mug slide back into the washing-up bowl, where it bobbed and sank. What was the point? Her mum would never see the broken pieces.

She went into her mum’s bedroom, feeling metal struts dig into her ribs as she moved.

Most performers couldn’t bear to wear a corset off stage, but Lili liked to be laced in at all times. Her childhood and teenage years had been chaos. Then she’d found burlesque and taken control of her life through her body. Happiness was a pulled-in waist. All these years of wearing a corset and she’d never got a single scar.

Lili chewed her lip when she saw her mum’s double bed. Its brass headboard was like something from a 1940s film.

The familiar crumpled duvet, covered in bobbly four-leaf clovers, sat in a heap on a wrinkled blue sheet. She and Darren used to balance on the headboard, eating sliced-white toast with Milky Way bars melted on top.

She knew she should be crying, but she couldn’t.

It took a minute before she noticed her mum’s bedroom wall but, when she did, she understood why PC Fletcher had thought she might get emotional. Lili put a hand to her mouth.

‘Oh holy Christ,’ she said. ‘Mum, what were you thinking?’ 
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Life’s a Stage by Lili Allure


My Darling Kate Hamilton

Kate Hamilton’s Supper Club is the envy of burlesque performers all over the world. What the Crazy Horse is to Paris, Kate’s is to London. Decadent costumes, flawless choreography and brilliant dancers.

When I first saw Kate’s stage-of-a-thousand-lights, I knew she had to be mine. But if you’d have told me in two years’ time I’d still be performing here, I wouldn’t have believed you. Yet here I still am.

Kate’s is named after a famous Covent Garden supper room and ‘night house’ of the 1800s where gentlemen could pay young ladies for sexual encounters. This Victorian house of sin was run by a lady called, of course, Kate Hamilton.

History says Kate weighed twenty stone, wore low-cut bodices, drank champagne all night long and shook like a jelly when she laughed.

Lili rested her Parker pen on the open pink notebook and stared out of the taxi window.

‘Here we are,’ said the driver, as the cab pulled up outside Kate Hamilton’s Supper Club, with its icing-sugar-coloured plaster and polished wood doors.

Lili’s fountain pen skidded across the page and she felt oddly disconcerted by the spiky scribble. She snapped the book closed.

‘What are you writing?’ asked the cabby. ‘A diary or something?’

‘Something like that,’ said Lili. ‘I thought maybe I’d write a book some day – a sort of coffee table thing. So I make little notes for it sometimes. Just things I know about burlesque and London and doing the shows.’

‘I’ve always wanted to see your show,’ said the driver, turning to look at her through the plastic screen.

‘Oh.’ Lili stared out of the taxi window, but didn’t really see the beautiful, closed-up theatre. ‘Right. Thanks.’ Since leaving the flat, she hadn’t noticed much of anything. She couldn’t remember walking to Liverpool Street to hail a cab, or telling the driver where to take her.

‘Are you okay?’ the driver asked, as Lili emptied the contents of her handbag on to the taxi floor.

‘Fine.’ Lili watched perfume miniatures and an Estée Lauder lipstick rolling over the rubber floor. Absent-mindedly, she handed him her passport.

‘Have you got a tenner hidden in here or something?’ said the cab driver, flicking through pages stamped with all the countries Lili had performed in and shaking the pages. He reached her photo. It was a publicity shot, bare shoulders, smouldering eyes and perfectly set, victory rolled hair. ‘There’s no money in here, love.’

‘Sorry. I don’t know what I’m doing. Sorry. What was I looking for?’

‘I’d hazard a guess you were looking to pay me.’

‘Oh. Right. Sorry.’ Lili opened a vintage Chanel purse and gave him a fifty pound note. ‘Keep the change.’

‘Famous, beautiful and generous too,’ remarked the driver, as Lili gathered up her things and stepped out. ‘I’ll come see your show sometime. But knowing me, by the time I get around to it you’ll be halfway round the world again.’

‘I don’t think that’s very likely,’ said Lili.

‘You used to do shows all over, didn’t you? New York, Las Vegas …’

‘Used to.’ Lili closed the cab door. She saw the cabby pick up his mobile phone and guessed there’d be a tabloid headline tomorrow: ‘Lili Allure Tipsy Before Show’.

Lili looked up at the three-storey Victorian theatre, curved around the corner of two streets. It had shiny, dark-wood doors with brass handles and two tiers of white plaster climbing up into the sky, finishing in domes and flourishes like a wedding cake.

Its beauty usually took Lili’s breath away, but today she barely noticed it.

‘Home at last,’ she whispered, checking her watch. ‘Oh shit.’

Lili went around to the stage entrance and hurried down the dark, stone tunnel to the huge basement dressing room under the theatre. Her heels echoed on the concrete. She could hear the dancers getting ready and the fizz of pre-show chatter.

‘I’m late,’ Lili shouted, as she hurried into the dressing room. For the past two years the underground space had been more than a changing area for Lili. It was her makeshift apartment, and she slept on its scuffed, leather settee beside theatre props and glitter tubes. She washed her clothes and herself in a sink permanently marked with greasepaint.

‘You? Late?’ Pete, the theatre manager, sat on a counter top holding a mug of tea laced with vodka. ‘The world’s gone topsy turvy.’

‘Sorry, sorry. It’s been a weird day.’

‘It must have been.’

Lili’s backing dancer, Bryony, was struggling into a G-string and gluing on sparkling, sea-blue pasties. She turned to look at Lili with relief and surprise.

‘Is something wrong, Lils?’ Pete looked like a thirty-five year old trying to be thirteen, with his punked-up blond hair, bicycle chain accessories and pinstriped jacket. He loved fashion, but fashion would have preferred someone a bit younger.

Lili and Pete sometimes slept together when they were drunk, which meant they tried to act indifferent to each other while sober.

‘Sort of. But it doesn’t matter right now.’

Music boomed through the floorboards, and the girls hurried to get ready for the opening number.

Pete caught his reflection in the mirror and finger-spiked his hair. Beautiful G-stringed buttocks lifted and fell around him, but Pete paid no attention. He’d long ago been desensitised to female nudity, and the girls treated him as their slightly dotty sister. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘I need to get ready.’ Lili went to her clothes rail. She took off her shoes and stockings, and thumbed through her costumes. Her first number was ‘Starlight’, for which she wore an all-glitter gown that dazzled like a firecracker.

She’d glued extra silver glitter to the thousands of sequins on that gown, just to give it the wow she wanted, and then hand sewn each one in place. It had taken months. For a whole summer, her fingers had been bumpy with glue and her hair and skin had sparkled with stray glitter.

‘Lils.’ Pete picked at an eyelash. ‘Didn’t you go to your mum’s place today?’

At the word ‘mum’, Lili felt her insides wobble. She kept searching through her costumes. Some would call it paranoid, but Lili always did a quick check to make sure everything was ready before the show. She didn’t want to find something was missing while the audience waited for her to change between acts.

‘Pete, what am I doing?’

‘You’re checking your costumes.’

‘No, I mean here. Living in this dressing room. Working at this club. I still haven’t sorted myself out a place to live.’ Lili’s fingers ran over her costumes. She found the tightly tailored, floor-length coat embroidered with bright blue snowflakes that she used for her Snow Queen number. ‘It’s like I’m scared to change things.’

‘What happened at your mum’s place?’

‘I’ll tell you later.’

‘I would have gone with you. You do know that, don’t you? Or Bryony or Carol-Ann.’

‘No.’ Lili patted on pearly foundation. ‘I’m glad you didn’t. There were things there … It’s given me plenty to think about, put it that way. I hadn’t seen Mum for years. I’d forgotten a lot of things. What she was like.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I thought me and Mum were so different, but maybe we’re not. I’ve been angry at her for years, just like she was angry at her family. Don’t worry about me. The show will be fine.’

‘I’m not worried,’ said Pete. ‘I’ve seen you perform with a broken rib. You’re not a quitter.’

‘I did quit.’ Lili avoided her own eyes in the mirror.

‘What?’

‘After that Janey thing. I stopped touring when I came here. And I’ve been stuck ever since.’

‘Carol-Ann offered you a good job here. You took a new opportunity—’

‘No, I came here to hide away.’ Lili picked up a lipstick.

‘What’s going on, Lils?’

‘Honestly? I’m not sure. But maybe there’s nothing wrong with hiding. Hiding keeps you safe.’
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Life’s a Stage by Lili Allure


Lili’s songs – Starlight by Muse

Burlesque is about more than seeing lovely naked ladies. Believe it or not, those of us who are any good put a lot of thought into our performances, and that includes song choice. The song has to do more than just sound good. It has to tell a story.

Some burlesque girls like the classics (how many times have I heard Big Spender?) but I’m what they call a neo-burlesque dancer, so I like bringing alternative tracks to the stage. I edit the songs to go with my performance, often rearranging the lyrics. The song and the dance work together to tell the story. I always tell two stories. One for the audience, and one secret story just for me.

Lili had a secret she’d never told anyone. She got stage fright. Before every performance, as Bryony took hold of her corset strings, put a bare foot on her back and pulled, pulled, pulled, Lili silently prayed that she wouldn’t fall apart on stage.

Now, waiting alone in the wings, she saw the dark shadows of the audience and felt sick with terror. More sick than she’d felt in a long time.

With a shaking hand, she felt inside her gown to the long metal clasp at the front of her corset. Where is it? Her teeth began to chatter. It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s okay. She found the cold head of a sewing needle hidden within the fabric, and pinched it free with her nails.

Lili put the needle inside her mouth, and pushed its sharp point slowly through her cheek. Her eyes watered in pain, but all the bad feelings, the fear and the rage and the sadness, were washed away – just for a moment.

I haven’t needed to do this in a long time, she thought. Her hands shook as she threaded the needle out of her cheek, then pushed it back into her corset. She felt lighter, but she knew the lightness wouldn’t last long.

Da, da, da, da, da, da … The thrum of guitar started on the Starlight track. Lili marched on stage in time with the music, a gleaming smile on her face, her eyes looking over the audience.

The stage dazzled with hundreds of tiny white lights, and a giant, curved blue moon set with squares of glass lit up Lili’s face and shimmering gown. Six glowing stars hung at different heights around the stage.

Those who looked very closely might just notice the faint outline of black under the stars, and realise they were attached to a hidden staircase.

Lili turned to see Bryony appear in the wings. Bryony had bouncy, brown curly hair that she’d forced straight and set into a gleaming French pleat. Everything about her was soft and curvy, even her cheekbones, elbows and knees. She was looking at Lili with concern.

The stage became so bright the audience shielded their eyes. Bryony danced on stage in a silver corset and stockings, miming being blinded by a dazzling Lili Allure.

Starlight by Muse began to play.

Lili’s heart beat faster as the words wove their way through her thoughts. She felt stiff, and her flowing hips became a lumpy shuffle. She knew she wasn’t smiling.

I’ve been chasing the starlight, she thought. And I haven’t stopped chasing it since I left home.

Bryony touched her arm. ‘You should be on the stars, Lils,’ she whispered.

Lili climbed on to the first star, and clumsily pulled at a glove that should have been off already. She heard someone in the audience say, ‘She looks drunk.’ Lili glanced into the crowd and nearly missed her footing on the next star.

No, no, what’s wrong with me?

Stage fright or not, Lili’s performances were always flawless. Always.

In private Lili could let it all out, be messy, be frightened. But on stage, in public, absolutely not. No fans were ever allowed backstage. The real Lili wasn’t on show. No one could ever know that the glamorous, immaculate Lili Allure had wonky red stitching holding together the undersides of her corsets.

Lili took another step upwards and stumbled again, but this time she managed to catch up with the music. Moments later she was dancing among the stars, just as always, albeit a little stiffly. Then she jumped on to the moon and began swinging over the stage, removing her corset as the moon rose higher.

The applause was half-hearted as Lili was lowered to the floor. She darted to the wings, where Bryony waited with her discarded gloves, stockings, hat and corset.

Carol-Ann, the house manager, stood there too, her pretty, pointy face dotted with eczema like smears of jam. Her hair was gelled back into a bun and she wore a fitted black trouser suit.

‘Lili, my love.’ Carol-Ann took Lili’s arm. ‘Come on. Let’s go have a cup of tea.’

Lili slumped on to the burgundy bar stool, resting her elbows on the brass bar. She caught her reflection in the shiny yellow metal and sat up straight.

‘The door’s locked, isn’t it?’

‘It’s all right,’ said Carol-Ann, going behind the bar and filling a white travel kettle. ‘This bar’s closed tonight. What’s going on?’

‘Was I that bad?’

‘Honestly?’

‘Perhaps not completely honestly. Just give me a rough idea.’

‘You looked lost up there.’

‘Right.’

‘Pete said you went to your mum’s flat today.’ Carol-Ann dropped two sugars in a mug and made Lili a milky tea. ‘There you go. A Carol-Ann special. So. How was it?’

‘Ugh.’ Lili rested her head next to the mug. ‘It was horrible. There was a family liaison officer there, and I was trying to hold it all together. All the things I want to say to Mum were just going round and round in my head. It’s like I’ve been cut off in the middle of a row, and now I’m just walking around furious.’

‘I can understand that.’ Carol-Ann put an arm round Lili’s back. ‘When I lost my dad it took a long time to get my head straight. But everything passes in time.’

‘No.’ Lili sat up. ‘I don’t think this will pass. Not unless I do something about it.’

‘Lili – your mum’s flat, was everything okay there? It’s just, you seem so shook up—’

‘No, it wasn’t okay. It was … Oh, I don’t know. It was Mum. There was some stuff in the bedroom.’

‘What stuff?’

‘It’s hard to explain. I need to go back and get my head around it. It’s time to stop hiding.’

‘Hiding?’ Carol-Ann squeezed her shoulder. ‘You’re one of the bravest people I know. You and me – the runaway sisters. We’ve had it tough. We don’t hide from things.’

‘I have been hiding, Caz.’

‘From what?’

‘From me.’ Lili took a sip of tea.

‘So what’s new?’ said Carol-Ann. ‘You’ve been hiding from you for years. Most performers take their corsets off when they leave the stage. You keep yours on all day, every day. And all that make-up you wear from the moment you get up. You keep the real you hidden from everyone except us.’

‘I know. You all know what I’m like, what a mess I can be, but I’d die if the public found out.’ Lili sighed. ‘But I think the real me, the mess, is coming out. It won’t stay hidden now. Even on stage.’

‘What exactly was in your mum’s bedroom?’

‘Seriously, Caz, if Mum was here I’d kill her. Not literally, but you know what I mean. I can’t believe she’s done this to me. I can’t take feeling this way for much longer.’

‘So what are you going to do?’

‘First thing tomorrow I’m going back to the flat. It’s time to face things I should have dealt with years ago. Or I’m going to turn out just like my mum.’
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Life’s a Stage by Lili Allure


Ah … the corset

Stage corsets are rather different from those designed for daily wear. Although they can still be tightly laced at the back for an eye-wateringly small waist (mine goes to 19 inches), they have long, metal grips at the front that come apart for easy removal.

I must tell you, not every burlesque performer wears a corset for every act. It’s a cliché to think so. But corsets do sum up the glamour, sexiness and vintage allure of burlesque in one beautiful, laced-up curve maker.

The gorgeous Dita Von Teese loves Parisian corsetière, Mr Pearl, but if you can’t afford a trip to Paris, let alone Mr Pearl’s prices, you can find good corsets nearer to home. Or you can make your own. Scour vintage shops for bargains and make the necessary adjustments with a needle, thread and lots of glue.

Lili’s hand shook as she threaded her key into Viv’s front door. She remembered the little jog the key needed to make it turn, and she held her breath as the front door snapped open.

She’d spent all last night curled up on the dressing-room sofa in the dark, trying to make sense of what she’d seen yesterday. Her thoughts felt sour and electric, and she hadn’t fallen asleep until daylight.

She’d been tempted to turn up on Pete’s doorstep and spend the night with him to dull the pain, but recently he’d started talking about relationships and the future.

The flat was silent. Cobwebs waved along the ceiling in the gentle stairwell breeze.

There’s no point messing around, Lili decided. She marched straight to her mother’s bedroom and stood on the threshold.

The bedroom was just as it had been when she’d lived there. Bed unmade, boxes slumped around. It was the walls that were different. In all her years in theatre, Lili had never seen anything so dramatic.

Her mother’s woodchip wallpaper was covered, covered, in angry felt tip, as if a two-year old had scribbled out an all-day tantrum.

She felt her knees go and sat heavily on the floor. Her long, white fingers came up to her face. ‘You were always so angry, Mum,’ she told the carpet. ‘But this isn’t just anger. This is madness.’

By the skirting board was a pile of used Berol pens, the sort Lili remembered from junior school, their nibs blunted, puffy, ink leached out of them. But what was written between scribbled lines and circles was anything but childish. Sad, manic, angry sentences. Some parts were capitalised and underlined in red.

Lili stared at the words. She stood up, reached out and touched the felt tip marks.

Mine, mine, mine, I’ll FIND THEM or die trying.

Love Morgan murdered by family for the letters. LOVE’S YELLOW LETTERS show why.

I’ve looked BEHIND ME and they’re telling lies.

I know the family secret.

I am nothing. I will die today.

‘What family secret?’ Lili asked the wall.

Being back in Viv’s flat after all these years, seeing the madness on the wall, the fact Viv was dead … it was like a dream washing over her in a great wave. Nothing was real.

Lili felt like a bad actress struggling to play a part. She knew there were certain emotions she was supposed to feel. Sadness. Shock. But she didn’t feel them. Only a low, simmering rage at what her mother had let herself become.

Lili took a step forward and let the ugly writing swarm all around her, words and phrases leaping out.

Then she saw a word that made her step back again.

Her own name, LILIAN. It seemed to glow on the wall.

LILIAN – Find Love’s yellow letters

Find LOVE’S YELLOW letters

Find Love’s yellow LETTERS

Find Love’s yellow letters

Find LOVE’S YELLOW letters

Find Love’s yellow LETTERS

Find Love’s yellow letters

Find LOVE’S YELLOW letters

Find Love’s yellow LETTERS

‘What letters?’ Lili asked. ‘Mum, what letters do you want me to find?’

There was a final sentence set apart, written in bright green.

GRETCHEN, don’t go in the lounge. Tell your mum to come up, she’ll know what to do.

Don’t go in the lounge.

Lili felt sick. The police said a young girl had found the body, but they hadn’t mentioned a name.

Beside the repetitive sentences, Viv had drawn some sort of diagram composed of hard, scraggly scribbles.

Lili looked closer.

The chipboard wallpaper was a mess of angry black lines, stabbing at what appeared to be names and dates.

Family names, Lili realised, seeing several ‘Morgans’ near the skirting board, their birth dates circled beside them. There were lots of blank spaces above, with lines pointing upwards.

Around the names, lines and spaces, Viv had drawn branches with spiky leaves and menacing black birds.

‘What is it – a half-finished family tree?’ Lili asked the wall, and felt a lump in her throat.

At the top of the wall, above the blank spaces, was written:

Love Morgan, b1831, d1865.

The words were underlined many times, as if this were a name that made Viv particularly angry.

To the police, the felt-tip marks were probably the scrawlings of a mad woman. A clear-cut case of someone losing her mind and ending her own life.

But Lili knew her mother, a drama queen infusing everything she did with anger, passion and chaos. To Lili, the wall proved there was more to her mother’s death than depression or madness. She’d been thinking of the family and Lili when she died.

‘It’s a family tree,’ said a voice.

‘Oh!’ Lili spun around and saw a girl, maybe fifteen or sixteen years old, hovering in the doorway. ‘Who are you?’

The girl’s face was a perfect, tan-coloured oval, and her long, brown hair was blow-dried to Hollywood thickness around skinny shoulders. Her eyes were big and brown.

She wore a cable-knit jumper flecked like wholemeal bread, jeans a good inch too short and dusty plimsolls. The jeans had been pulled down as low as possible, and the jumper stretched and pulled over one shoulder, but still the outfit was decidedly dowdy for a teenager.

‘You’re Lili, aren’t you?’ said the girl. ‘Viv told me about you.’

Lili breathed out slowly, staring at her. ‘Yes … And you are?’

‘Gretchen,’ said the girl. ‘I live in the flat below.’ Gretchen looked at the chipped, purple polish on her fingernails. ‘It was me who called the police.’

‘Oh.’ Lili glanced at the wall. Gretchen. ‘Yes. The police said a girl found Mum. In the lounge. After the overdose.’

Gretchen shrugged. ‘It was like a film, really. Not real. I’ll probably have some trauma about it when I’m older.’

‘Not real,’ said Lili. ‘I know what you mean. Mum wrote your name on the wall. Did the two of you get on well?’

Gretchen nodded. ‘Sort of. I came up and saw her sometimes, after school. We used to watch TV and stuff. My mum didn’t like me coming up here.’

‘It’s horrible you had to find her. I’m so sorry.’

‘I think she wanted me to find her,’ said Gretchen. ‘She knew I’d go in the lounge before I looked in the bedroom. She wanted it to be someone she knew. It’s weird to think I’ll never see her again. Sad and weird.’

Lili watched Gretchen’s emotionless face, and saw something she didn’t expect. Herself, years ago, as a tough teenager pretending everything was fine when it wasn’t. She wanted to put her arm around Gretchen and tell her it was okay. But she wasn’t sure that was true.

‘How do you know this is a family tree?’ Lili asked.

Gretchen twisted a leather bracelet on her wrist. ‘I was helping her with it.’
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Lili stared at Gretchen. ‘What?’

‘For my history coursework. I was supposed to be finding out about your family. The ones who’ve died.’ Gretchen peered over the bed at a box in the corner. ‘I love all that stuff, you know. Family research. It’s like being a detective.’

‘Why was Mum doing her family tree?’

‘She wanted to find some letters. Belonging to her.’ Gretchen pointed at the wall. ‘Love Morgan. We were helping each other. I needed to do a family tree for my coursework, so Viv was my project.’

‘Letters?’ said Lili, looking to where Viv had scrawled: Love’s yellow letters over and over again. ‘What are these letters? Look – Mum’s written here. Lilian find the letters.’

‘Oh yeah.’ Gretchen squinted. ‘I didn’t notice that before. She must have wrote it just before … you know.’

‘And who’s Love Morgan?’

‘One of your relatives,’ said Gretchen. ‘She lived years ago, in the eighteen hundreds. Viv wanted to track back so we could work out what happened to her yellow letters.’

‘And did you find anything?’

‘We’d only just got started,’ said Gretchen. She thought for a moment. ‘How come Mrs Morgan never told you she was doing her family tree?’

‘I haven’t spoken to my mum in years.’ Lili looked at the wall again. ‘She was always so angry about our family, but she never said anything about any yellow letters. I don’t get it, I really don’t.’ She looked at the cigarette burns on the carpet. ‘Are you sure Mum wasn’t just making up stories?’

‘Maybe.’ Gretchen shrugged.

‘Did Mum’s boyfriend know about all this? That she drew all this stuff over the walls? Why didn’t he do something? Call a doctor or take her to hospital?’

‘Ben wasn’t with her over Christmas. Viv told him she wanted time away from him. It’s a shame. She was much more normal when he was around. He kept her calm. But she was always breaking up with him.’

There was a pause.

‘Did Mum ever talk about me?’ Lili felt the self-consciousness of the words.

‘All the time.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. About how you were in the theatre and everything. A stripper at somewhere called Katie’s.’

‘She talked about me all the time?’ Lili’s hands began to tremble. ‘Then why didn’t she … she could have found me before … why didn’t she come looking for me?’

‘I’d love to do what you do,’ Gretchen said, her voice whizzing along. ‘But I’m too fat. I’d love to be in the theatre. All the costumes and make-up. It’s so glamorous.’

Lili sighed, and glanced at Gretchen. ‘You’re not fat.’

‘I did drama at school and dancing,’ Gretchen continued. ‘I’m trying so hard to get thinner. I don’t go to lessons any more, but I’d get really good marks if I went.’

‘You know something, Gretchen? You remind me of me when I was your age.’

‘I do?’ Gretchen’s face lit up.

‘Yes. All the bravado, but I see you. You’re as scared as I was, deep down.’ Lili felt herself smile. ‘Excuse me – as I am. Maybe I’ll grow out of it one day.’

‘All the what?’

‘Oh, it doesn’t matter.’ Lili looked at the wall. ‘So this coursework you were doing?’

‘I hadn’t really got started on the investigative side of things,’ said Gretchen. ‘I was helping Viv with the basics, mainly. Just how to draw a family tree. There are lots of names missing, still. And dates. But it was such fun. History is my favourite subject. I always get As. My coursework was shaping up to be brilliant. No one else would have done a family tree.’

‘It’s nice to have a talent,’ said Lili, reading the wall. From Love Morgan’s name, lines spread downwards like a chemistry diagram, but no lines met with names until they reached the bottom. ‘When did Mum start on this?’

‘Just before she died,’ said Gretchen. ‘But it was all to find the letters. She was mad about finding those letters. The letters, the letters, the letters. That’s all she talked about. “Gretchen, you’ve got to help me. I have to find them. Please help me.”’

‘Do you think she found them? If they even existed.’

‘No,’ said Gretchen. ‘We’d got nowhere near finding them. We hadn’t even worked out if they survived. They could have been destroyed. Or maybe they never existed, like you say. I don’t mean this in a bad way, but Viv’s stories were always changing. And she was a bit, you know, nuts that last week.’

‘Right.’ Lili’s chest burned. God, why can’t I cry about all this? What’s wrong with me? She reread part of the wall: Now I know the family secret. I am nothing, I will die today.

‘What she’s written here,’ said Lili. ‘Do you know what it means?’

‘No idea,’ said Gretchen.

‘Did you find out anything about our family?’

‘Only stuff about Love Morgan,’ said Gretchen. ‘She was from the Victorian age. Most of it your mum told me from family stories passed down.’

‘What sort of stories?’

‘Like, Love was a big, fat woman who had sex with men for money. She couldn’t care less what anyone thought of her. She was always getting into rows and getting arrested.

‘Back in Victorian times, women were supposed to be all nice and polite and not show even their ankles. But Love drank a lot and didn’t do what people told her, and she hated the workhouse and the factory, so she was a prostitute instead.’

‘Go on.’

‘She married a man called Tom, who was five years younger than her, and everyone said he was scared of her. Your mum said Tom didn’t want to marry Love, but Love went on and on until he said yes.’

‘This man here?’ said Lili, pointing at the words ‘Tom Morgan’, linked to Love Morgan with a hair-thin pencil line.

‘That’s him.’ Gretchen took some chewing gum from her pocket and nibbled it like a hamster. ‘I love what you’re wearing. Where did you get your shoes?’

‘Paris.’

Gretchen sighed. ‘I’d love to go to Paris. Mum never lets me go anywhere. I suppose I’d better get my photocopy and get out of here. I told Mum I’d only be a minute.’

‘What photocopy?’

‘The article about Love Morgan.’ Gretchen went to a cardboard box with McCoy’s Crisps written on its side and tipped it on to the floor. Papers spilled out.

‘About Love Morgan?’

‘Yes, the newspaper article,’ said Gretchen, as if Lili was stupid for asking. ‘I made it for Viv, but I need it for my coursework.’ She picked up a single sheet of paper. ‘Here it is. It’s about Love Morgan’s murder.’ Gretchen held the paper out to Lili.

It was a photocopy of a Victorian newspaper called The Star.

The headline said: Arsenic Death.
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Lili took the photocopied page and began to read.

Arsenic Death!

During the early hours of yesterday morning, the body of a woman was found in a downstairs lodging room at 31 Nichol Street, Whitechapel. Her death was the result of arsenic poisoning.

The woman, Mrs Love Morgan, was said to be thirty-four years of age, with the appearance of one who is in the late stages of syphilis. Her nose was missing in part, and one of her eye sockets overtaken with disease.

Although Mrs Morgan resided in a common lodging room with her husband, Thomas Morgan and son James Morgan, she was not thought to be of the class known as ‘unfortunates’. However, Love Morgan was known to be somewhat addicted to drink and described by a neighbour as living a ‘loose and immoral life’.

The night before her death, Love Morgan was seen at The Mall …

From there, the photocopy had been cut off.

The article was dated 15th February 1865.

‘I only had twenty pence for the copier,’ Gretchen said, taking the paper back. Something in her pocket bleeped. ‘I have to go.’

‘Do you mind if I borrow this?’ Lili asked.

‘I suppose so … How long for?’

‘Just a few hours. I’ll make another copy at work.’

‘Okay.’ Gretchen tucked the paper into Lili’s handbag. ‘I have to go.’ She disappeared into the hall.

‘Wait!’ Lili hurried after her to the stairwell. ‘Do you know … are you sure Mum didn’t find these letters? Could they be in the flat?’

Gretchen shook her head. ‘I doubt it. Anyway, if she found them, why would she write that on the wall? You know, about Lilian find the letters.’

‘I don’t know. Mum liked to play games sometimes.’

‘So are you going to look for the letters too?’

‘I suppose I … Yes, I will.’

‘Why?’

‘Because Mum asked me to. Which means maybe these letters – they’ll help me understand why Mum did this. Why she didn’t say goodbye. Okay, actually that’s not quite true. I want to find them because maybe, in some way, they’ll be a goodbye. It’s so stupid. I hadn’t seen her in years, but she’s still my mum. I still want her love. I want her to care enough to say goodbye to me.’

Gretchen’s face was blank. ‘You think some old letters will tell you that?’

‘It’s no coincidence she was thinking about family before she died,’ said Lili. ‘She was always so angry with our family. She used to say there were secrets that made her the way she was. But I never understood. These letters – they’re something to do with family, right?’

‘Yes, and she thought someone in your family had the letters too,’ said Gretchen. ‘Why don’t you ask your relatives about them?’

‘What?’

‘Your family.’

‘Mum thought someone in our family had the letters?’

‘Yes. But like I say, Viv was always changing her mind about things. Anyway, why don’t you talk to your family and find out?’

‘I can’t do that.’

‘Why not?’ Gretchen hovered in the hall.

‘It’s hard to explain.’ But curiosity prickled, replacing the duller, sickly feelings of guilt she’d carried since hearing about Viv’s death. ‘Maybe I’ll search the flat.’

‘Good luck with that. It’ll take a year just to look in all those boxes.’

‘Tell me about it.’ Lili went to take a cigarette from her bag, but seeing the young girl in front of her, changed her mind.

Gretchen watched the silver cigarette case with interest. ‘Can I have one?’

‘No,’ said Lili. ‘It’s a filthy habit.’ She thought of Viv’s cracked, yellow feet in pink slippers, bending to light cigarettes on the gas fire.

‘I wasn’t the only one your mum talked to about finding the letters,’ Gretchen said.

‘Gretchen!’ A voice shouted up the stairwell.

Gretchen looked over the railing. ‘Shit! It’s Mum. I’ve got to go.’

‘Who else did she talk to?’

‘A man,’ Gretchen called over her shoulder as she ran down the stairs. ‘Ian someone. She was always on the phone to him. She visited him too.’

‘Ian? Do you know his last name? Or how I could contact him?’

Gretchen scrunched up her forehead. ‘I’ve seen him on flyers. There was one in your mum’s flat. Dr Ian something.’

‘GRETCHEN!’

‘I’d better go.’
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The flyer didn’t take long to find. It was resting on Viv’s pink toilet cistern next to an empty packet of Mayfairs. The paper was orangey damp and curled at the edges.

Lili nearly laughed when she read it.

Dr Ian Batty – Clairvoyant, medium, tarot reader, mystic, palm expert, psychic detective, spiritual healer and historian.

Greetings. I am renowned psychic expert Ian Batty. My famous abilities (as featured on the Health Channel’s ‘Mediums’) can help you look into your past and see your future. Genuine connections with the spirit world and psychic healings. Historical knowledge and family investigation. Where there was dark, let there be light!

Blessings, Ian.

Visit my Psychic Chapel. Drop-ins welcome.

99 Mile End Road (above the kebab shop).

Oh, Mum. You still believed in all that rubbish.

Walking to 99 Mile End Road in high heels was tougher than finding the flyer. Unlike the West End, where cabs regularly mounted the curb to get Lili’s custom, on a winter morning in Whitechapel there wasn’t a taxi in sight.

By the time Lili reached Ian’s ‘psychic chapel’, located in a muddy backyard behind Mile End Kebabs, her feet ached.

‘Hello?’ Lili shouted into the rusty speaker beside a door covered in bird droppings.

Walking from her mum’s flat to Mile End Road, whilst stopping to rub her blisters, she’d seen a glimpse of something dark over her shoulder. As if someone was following her.

But that’s Whitechapel. Shadows everywhere. You’ve just got too posh and forgotten what it’s like to walk along a real street.

As she waited for Ian Batty to answer, shoes sinking into mud, she caught another dark blur of something from the street. But then a bus swayed past and the shape was gone.

‘Who is it?’ a voice crackled through the speaker and Lili jumped.

Calm down, she told herself, pulling her handbag straighter.

‘My name’s Lili Allure.’

There was a pounding as someone came downstairs. The door squeaked open, just a crack, and a man’s face appeared. He had a huge quiff of silver hair and heavy, grey eyebrows that leapt around his forehead.

‘What do you want?’ the man boomed. He was very tall and thin, and wore a tweed suit with a red-silk rose in the buttonhole.

Lili was a little taken aback by both his volume and his unfriendliness.

‘Are you Ian Batty?’ Lili asked.

‘Dr Ian Batty. That I am.’

‘I’d like to talk to you about someone.’

‘My dear girl,’ said Ian, with a cynical smile, ‘have I not been perfectly clear? I refuse to talk to any more journalists.’

‘I’m not a journalist—’

‘Go back to your editor, and tell him Ian Batty will not be made a fool of again.’ With that, the man slammed the door. Lili heard the creaking of stairs.

‘Wait!’ She hammered on soft paint, wincing at the damage she was doing to her lovely white knuckles in their black glove. ‘I’m here about my mum. I’m here about Viv Morgan.’

There was a pause. Then Lili heard Ian creak back down the stairs. The door opened.

‘Vivienne Morgan?’

‘Yes. I’m her daughter. Lili.’

‘Not a journalist?’

‘No.’

Ian looked at her, frowning. ‘Her daughter. Yes, of course you are.’ He opened the door a little wider. ‘Vivienne is a dear lady. Deeply troubled, of course, but I’m helping her through it. Please understand, I’m being hounded by the gutter press … a recent case I was involved with – anyhow. May I help you in some way?’

‘When did you last see my mother?’

Ian thought for a moment. ‘Perhaps seven days ago. We had a very long and productive session.’ His forehead furrowed again. ‘May I ask what this is concerning?’

‘Did she talk to you about letters? That she was looking for old letters?’

‘Indeed she did, but—’

Lili grasped his hand. ‘Then I need to talk to you. I’ll pay you, of course.’

‘My dear!’ Ian looked horrified. ‘I’m not paid for the work I do. What sort of person do you think I am?’

That took Lili by surprise. She’d never heard of a medium who didn’t charge. ‘But this is your job, isn’t it?’

‘Not exactly. I’m retired now. This is my hobby. And a very blessed hobby at that. I distribute love from the spirit world to those in the mortal realm, and for that I couldn’t possibly charge.’

‘Right. Well. Like I said, I need to talk to you about Mum and these letters.’

‘May I ask why you can’t talk to Vivienne herself about this matter?’ asked Ian.

‘Well, perhaps, as a medium, you can tell me. She passed away a few days ago.’

Ian turned to her, his wrinkly eyes searching her face. ‘Passed on? To the spirit world?’

‘I suppose you could put it that way.’

Ian’s face fell. ‘So very sad. Dear, dear. Do come in.’ He retreated up the stairs and beckoned her to follow. ‘But the spirit world is a happy place. We mustn’t feel too sorry for the departed. Would you be kind enough to shut the door firmly behind you? The pigeons have a nasty habit of getting in when it isn’t closed properly.’

Lili put her hand to the door, not quite committed to closing it.

‘Come into my consultation studio,’ Ian nodded to the door at the top of the stairs, ‘and we’ll talk. Your name is …’ he turned and pointed at her, ‘Lilly. Am I right?’

‘Li-li.’ I just told you my name. She had a vision of Viv, excited to be in the company of a ‘mystic’ like Ian, believing all his nonsense. Not long ago Viv had been standing right here, living, breathing … probably complaining.

Lili blinked and black shadows appeared, then disappeared.

‘Li-li. I do apologise. My psychic blessings are manifold,’ said Ian with a smile, opening the door, ‘but sometimes I can be a little hard of hearing when it comes to names.’

The little room smelt damp, but an electric heater, its element bright red, took the chill from the air. Crystals were lined up along a black fireplace and artificial roses in a vase.

In one corner, newspaper articles about Ian were tacked to the wall, alongside a Parapsychology Degree certificate from the Centre of Consciousness Studies in Arizona, and an MA in History from the University of Edinburgh.

‘So … may I ask,’ said Lili, reading the certificates, ‘what are you exactly? Psychic, historian … what?’

‘Good question!’ Ian sounded delighted. ‘I don’t believe we have to box ourselves. I have abilities on the spiritual plane, of course, but I also have knowledge of history which I use to help people investigate relatives who have long since passed.’

‘These degrees are from America … Scotland …’ said Lili. ‘How did you end up here – Mile End Road, London?’

‘A snap decision,’ said Ian, going to a loose window frame which had begun to whistle in the wind. He took a Guardian newspaper from a little table, tore up pages and stuffed them in the rattling gap. The whistling stopped.

‘I’ve spent my life travelling all over the world,’ Ian continued. ‘I was in the army – it gave me a love of travel and foreign places. And I’ve been all over. Europe, America, Africa. But this year I realised – I’ve never tried London. Can you imagine!’

‘You had all of London to choose from and you picked Mile End Road,’ said Lili, watching heavy traffic on the grey road outside.

‘I had a calling,’ said Ian. ‘Something about this area … its history. And of course, rental prices here are very reasonable.’

‘That’s because it’s a shit hole.’

‘People see beauty in different things,’ said Ian. ‘I love Mile End. To me it says life. Take a seat, my dear. I shall make us some coffee. I have the very best Folgers coffee granules, all the way from America.’

He returned with two cups of coffee on mismatched saucers.

‘I’d like to find out if these letters are real,’ said Lili. ‘Mum thought they belonged to a relative of ours, Love Morgan.’

‘Did Vivienne discuss our consultations with you?’ Ian raised a heavy eyebrow.

‘I hadn’t spoken to her in years.’

Ian nodded. ‘There’s a distance between the two of you. But you live nearby?’

Lili shook her head. ‘No.’

Ian pursed his chapped lips. ‘Very strange. I really had a feeling – close but distant. Where do you live?’

‘I live in the West End,’ said Lili. ‘As far away from this place as possible.’

‘I had a feeling you were very near,’ said Ian.

‘No.’ Lili shook her head. ‘I haven’t lived near her for years.’

‘You’re a performer, of course.’ Ian took a sip of coffee and leaned forward. ‘You look like your mother, did you know that? The same eyes.’

‘Did she talk about me?’ Once again, the words fell from Lili’s mouth before she could stop them.

‘We didn’t discuss living relatives,’ said Ian kindly. ‘There was something very particular Vivienne needed help with. A detective assignment. She required my psychic abilities to help trace these letters you’ve spoken of. Love’s yellow letters, she called them. And you’re looking for these letters too?’

‘Yes.’

‘May I ask why? Are they an inheritance of some kind?’

‘No, that’s not it,’ said Lili, trying not to feel offended. ‘Mum asked me to find them. She wrote “Lilian, find the letters” on her bedroom wall. Right before she died. These letters … Mum seemed obsessed by them. And …’ She paused. ‘Mum killed herself.’
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So far, only the police and Lili’s theatre friends knew the nature of Viv’s death, and Lili wanted to keep it that way. She felt ashamed. A failure. Good daughters didn’t have mums who committed suicide, and she was terrified of the newspapers finding out. But, for some reason, she didn’t feel ashamed with Ian.

‘They suspect suicide?’ Ian closed his eyes, apparently in pain. ‘I’m so very sorry. Then there will be an inquest.’

‘The police said something about that,’ said Lili. ‘I wasn’t really listening. They said I might want to get a solicitor and put a case together. But the thing is – I don’t want to prove anything. I just want to know the truth about why she did what she did.’

‘You can’t rely on the coroner to reach a definite conclusion,’ said Ian. ‘Most likely he’ll give an open verdict, if suicide is suspected. He’ll think he’s doing your family a favour, sparing you the shame. Anyway. You’re looking for the letters because your mother left you a message asking you to do so? Is that right?’

‘Yes.’ Lili let her eyes wander over the crystals and certificates. ‘And I think they might help me. You know. She was always so angry with our family, and perhaps these letters will explain why. And if I can understand why she was how she was, maybe I can forgive her and let go.’

‘Let go?’

‘I feel so angry with her. Furious. It’s like I can’t move with it. Every moment of the day, my head comes up with new things I want to shout at her, about what a bad mum she was and how suicide is the most selfish, awful thing you can do. It’s driving me mad. As long as I’m angry, I’m just like she was. Stuck. Going nowhere.’

‘Yes, indeed.’

‘How long had Mum been coming to you?’

‘I’ve known Vivienne for some time, but I was only acting for her in my counselling capacity for, oh goodness me, less than a week. But our sessions were very full – she came to me every day.’

‘I really want to understand,’ said Lili. ‘What was she thinking those last few days? Do you think these letters really exist?’

‘Certainly, I believe they exist,’ said Ian, his voice slowing as he stirred his coffee. ‘And I can help you locate them. Vivienne and I were making a connection with the spirit of dearly departed Love Morgan in order to track them down.’
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