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        For Mia, always sweet and funny. I’m so proud to call you daughter. Burn bright and live well.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The university coffee shop was heaving, students with armfuls of books and hefty rucksacks jostling for space at overcrowded tables, a long queue snaking away from the counter where the growl of a coffee machine drowned out the conversation of the baristas. Isla was sitting at one of the packed tables with a group from her psychology class. She frowned over her coffee.

      ‘I wish I could say yes but my mum’s hassling me about something and wants me to go straight home.’

      There was a collective sigh of disappointment. It was funny, because at school Isla had never been this popular. But something about her frankness seemed to engage her fellow psychology students. Perhaps they saw her as a potential subject? She was certainly screwed up enough, or so she thought. If only they knew the half of it.

      ‘Can’t you just put her off for one evening?’ Kayleigh, a petite blonde who looked a lot younger than her twenty years, asked. ‘It’s not often we get a visiting lecturer, especially one from America who’s a pioneer in cognitive behaviour. It’s exciting!’

      ‘Only you would find it exciting,’ George said. George was a year older than Kayleigh, and everyone knew he was so desperately in love with her that he’d never do anything but worship her from afar for fear of the ultimate, crippling rejection. Everyone except Kayleigh, that was. George and Kayleigh were both younger than Isla. In fact, everyone at the table was at least six years younger than Isla who, at twenty-nine, was the unofficial mummy of the group. Perhaps that was why they all liked her so much.

      ‘You’ve clearly never met my mum, Kayleigh,’ Isla said, laughing lightly. ‘If she asks you to come home for something important then you bloody well go home.’

      ‘But I can put you down for the end-of-term pub crawl, can’t I?’ James, George’s best friend, asked.

      ‘Well, you can put me down for it but I can’t make any promises,’ Isla said. ‘Besides, once you’ve done the first two pubs you’ll barely notice if I’m there or not. Bunch of lightweights you are.’

      ‘Oooh…’ Kayleigh looked up at the entrance. ‘Prof. Choudhry. I need to catch her about my dissertation.’ Without another word she grabbed her bag and flew in the direction of the coffee shop doorway. George threw a forlorn look in her direction and then got up too.

      ‘I should catch the prof actually. And I’m supposed to go to the library with Kayleigh later…’

      And then he was gone. Leaving only Eve and James.

      ‘I’m going to get another coffee,’ Eve announced. ‘Anyone want one?’

      Both James and Isla shook their heads and as Eve left their table, James lowered his voice and leaned across to Isla.

      ‘So, what are you planning to do over the Christmas break?’ he asked.

      Isla shrugged. ‘No idea. Probably a lot of studying – get ahead for the new term, you know? And I always have my mum’s side of my family over at Christmas, so it’s often bedlam.’

      ‘A bit overwhelming?’ he asked.

      Isla smiled. ‘Sometimes.’

      ‘I know what you mean. I have a load of family in Cardiff and they always land on our doorstep Christmas Eve. Bloody pain.’

      ‘So you don’t keep a welcome in the hillsides?’

      ‘No,’ James laughed. ‘But I was thinking…’ He swallowed hard. ‘Well, if you weren’t busy for the whole time… maybe you’d like to go for a drink. With me. Just me, I mean… not the others. You see?’

      Isla gave him a sad smile. It wasn’t the fact that she was almost ten years older that bothered her, but she just didn’t do relationships – at least not right now. She was too busy, too focused on her studies, too much responsibility at home – too much of everything. A sporadic social life was one thing, but a boyfriend? James was sweet and he wasn’t bad-looking but she’d probably only hurt him in the end. She’d had boyfriends before and they never lasted. He was too nice, too young and too full of hope for that sort of life lesson.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ she said gently. ‘I mean, we have a laugh as we are, don’t we? And I think we should keep it that way, not complicate things.’

      ‘Right…’ James fiddled with his collar and looked hopelessly over to where Eve was returning with her drink. ‘Course… cool.’

      As Eve got to the table he stood up. ‘Sorry guys, got to run… just remembered something.’

      Eve raised her eyebrows in mild surprise as Isla cringed inwardly. She hated these situations. When it came to the opposite sex she did her very best to seem unavailable and uninterested and usually that did the trick. James’s request was a timely reminder that she couldn’t let her guard slip again. She looked at her watch.

      ‘Sorry, Eve, but it looks like you’re on your own.’

      ‘You’re kidding me! I wouldn’t have got another coffee if I’d known I was going to end up sitting here like Billy No Mates.’

      ‘You’ll find someone to talk to,’ Isla laughed. ‘Everyone loves you. And if I don’t get going soon I’m going to be late for my mum.’

      ‘Is she really that scary?’

      Isla gulped the last of her coffee and set the cup down with a grin. ‘I’ll take you home one of these days and let you decide for yourself.’

      ‘I’m not sure I’d be brave enough from what you’ve told me.’

      ‘That’s true. It takes a special sort of constitution to withstand a death stare from Glory McCoy.’

      

      Glory had always been beautiful. As a child she’d enchanted everyone she met, with skin the colour of bitter chocolate and huge dark eyes to match. As a teen she’d found grace in her blooming womanhood where others her age found awkwardness. As a young woman she could walk down a street and turn every head, and as an older woman she wore elegance and dignity like a perfectly tailored suit. Isla, on the other hand, had taken time to grow into her looks, a gangly and uncertain girl until her early twenties. It was only now, as she headed towards thirty, that anyone could look and call her beautiful. Her skin was lighter than her mother’s – the product of a Scottish father who had branded her with his name before abandoning them both – and she was taller, less curvy than the women on her mother’s side of the family, though the angles of her body suited her.

      But right now, as both women stood sizing each other up, nostrils flared, an impasse on the horizon, nobody could call either of them beautiful. Unless, of course, your idea of beauty was the great white shark just before it strikes.

      ‘I suppose you thought I wouldn’t find out.’ Isla glared at her mother. ‘I suppose you thought it would go away if you ignored it.’

      Glory tilted her chin into the air, trying to reinforce her superior position, though these days, as Isla grew in maturity and confidence, this was harder to do. ‘I was going to tell you.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘When the time was right.’

      ‘The time was right as soon as the letter arrived! And why do you get to decide when it’s right?’

      ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about because you don’t know him like I do; that’s why I made the decision not to tell you.’

      ‘So you were never going to tell me? What else have you kept to yourself all these years? If you weren’t going to tell me this then what else haven’t you told me because you didn’t think the time was right? For God’s sake, Mother, I’m twenty-nine years old! I can make my own decisions about what I do and do not need to know!’ She shook the letter clutched in her hand at Glory. ‘Have you always known where Dad was? Did you pretend not to?’

      ‘Of course I didn’t know where he was! Do you think I did two jobs all those years for fun? I had to pawn our furniture. We had to go without holidays, miss out on trips and days out. I had to shop in bargain bins just to keep us afloat!’

      ‘I know it was tough, Mum – I was there with you through it all. I was the one who got bullied at school for my cheap shoes and free dinners but—’

      ‘So don’t you think if I’d known where he was I would have made him pay his way – the selfish bastard! And if you’re stupid enough to accept this invitation and go and see him after all that, you can tell him he owes me twenty-four years’ worth of child maintenance!’

      Isla opened her mouth to retaliate but then let out a long sigh, something in her mother’s eyes suddenly draining the fight from her. ‘I’m not going to see him, Mum.’

      ‘But you said—’

      ‘I know what I said. But I can see how much this is bothering you and I don’t want to go to war with you over someone who couldn’t even be bothered to make himself a part of my life. We’re a team, right?’ She offered a tight smile. ‘Always have been, always will be. Just you and me against the world.’

      For the first time since the subject of the solicitor’s letter had been raised, Glory’s mask of proud defiance slipped and she looked as if she was about to cry. The wounds ran deeper than anyone could ever know. Isla knew better than anyone the devastation her father leaving had wreaked. Desperate as she was to find out more about him and his new family, about the reasons a Scottish solicitor had gone to such great pains to track her down, about her own past and the DNA that made her the person she was today, would going be worth the pain it would cause her mother? Isla had been angry about being kept in the dark but she could understand Glory’s reasons for hiding the letters that had kept turning up.

      Glory stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Isla’s neck, resting her head on her shoulder. She said nothing, and Isla didn’t expect her to. Isla knew her mother would no more offer an apology for her actions than she would offer her soul to the devil himself. As far as she was concerned, she’d done the right thing and no excuse was necessary. Isla wouldn’t push for one, either, because there was enough turmoil in her thoughts right now without adding Glory’s fury.

      ‘I don’t want to fight, Mum. Not over him.’

      ‘I’ve always done my best.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘I only wanted you to be happy – to be safe from the pain I suffered.’

      ‘I know that too. Mum, it’s OK. You’re right – best to stay out of it.’

      ‘Will you phone the number on the letter?’

      ‘I suppose I ought to. They’ll only keep chasing if I don’t. But I’ll let them know I’m not interested in seeing him, or in whatever it is my grandmother has chosen to leave in her will. I doubt it will be anything special anyway.’

      Isla stepped away with a tight smile. The last part wasn’t true and they both knew it. No solicitor would spend so much time tracking down someone over a worthless inheritance. But what else could she say? She’d reassured her mum that she wasn’t going to the French Alps to meet her estranged father and, no matter how curiosity pricked at her, Glory was going to keep her daughter to her word over that. Easier to back down, because no amount of money was worth losing her mum over.
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      Isla lay on her back, staring at the ceiling of her room, the letter that had caused so much trouble lying on the duvet beside her. She’d reassured Glory that she wasn’t interested in what it might mean, and she had almost convinced herself of the same. But still, the offer wouldn’t leave her alone. It wasn’t just about money, though. It was about answers.

      For what was perhaps the fifth time that hour, she put it to her face and reread it.

      

      
        Dear Miss McCoy,

        I hope this letter finds you well. I have been instructed by your father, Mr Ian McCoy, to trace you and advise you of the sad loss of your grandmother, Sarah McCoy. He has also instructed me to advise you that your grandmother made provision in her last will and testament for you and he would like to see that her final wishes are respected. A copy of the document is with your father in St Martin-de-Belleville in France, and he respectfully wishes you to travel there and meet him to discuss it. You would be fully reimbursed for any expenses incurred. I would urge you to contact me at your earliest convenience regarding this so that I may give you further information.

        Yours sincerely,

        Grover Rousseau

        Solicitor

        

      

      It didn’t give a lot away. But it did remind her, forcefully, that she had a father somewhere out in the world. Ian McCoy. The name tasted strange as she spoke it out loud. It was a name she’d barely even heard uttered as she’d grown up, let alone had cause to speak. What sort of man was he? All she had here were the barest of details, formalities sent through a third party. Did he prefer savoury or sweet, pasta or rice, bright colours or muted tones, town or city, summer or winter, wine or beer? What scared him, angered him, made him happy? Her recollections were empty, apart from the vaguest sense of him – the sound of his voice; a profile backlit by the sun through a window; the scent as she nestled in his arms. He’d been gone since she was five years old, but she should have been able to remember him, shouldn’t she? But it was like he’d been expunged from her life entirely, as if someone had taken an eraser to her memory and rubbed him out. Perhaps she’d been so careful for so many years trying not to mention him around her mother that she’d almost forgotten him herself. She tried to remember now what he looked like, but she couldn’t. And what about the family she’d never met? Would her life be poorer for not knowing them? Would she always feel the sharp edges of the missing jigsaw pieces in her life?

      Crossing to her wardrobe, she felt around in the base for a box, tucked beneath stacks of spare blankets and unworn clothes, and lifted it out. Back on her bed she opened it and removed eight small gifts wrapped in thin, faded Christmas paper. Wrapped messily by tiny fingers when the hope of her father’s return was still bright and alive. They were gifts she’d saved her meagre allowance for months to buy, still convinced that one Christmas he’d return and she’d be able to give them to him. The first year after he left, her aunt had taken her to the shops without telling Glory, swearing little Isla to secrecy if only she would stop her tearful pleas. The next year, her older cousin took her, and again the year after that until Isla was old enough to go shopping herself. Then, aged thirteen, she’d decided to stop and packed every gift she’d ever bought him into the box, along with any hopes that he might come home.

      She turned the first one she’d bought over in her hands and closed her eyes. She didn’t need to unwrap it to remember exactly what was in there, and she could recall vividly how she felt buying it – hopeful, certain that he wouldn’t let her down at Christmas, believing that the promise of a gift for him was enough to bring him home. She still knew what she’d chosen for him every year she’d waited, even after all this time.

      There were unopened cards too, labelled in an uncertain hand with pictures of flowers and houses scrawled over the envelopes. She’d written one to go with every present, but only for Christmas, because she didn’t even know when his birthday was. And there, lining the bottom of the box, was a scrapbook filled with good-behaviour certificates she’d won at school, letters of commendation from teachers and local newspaper cuttings from the time she’d performed in the choir for Princess Anne. As if by proving she could be a good girl she could somehow will him back. And then it stopped. While other children stopped believing in Santa, she’d stopped believing in her dad. Just like Santa, she’d decided that Ian McCoy was nothing but make-believe.

      Isla sniffed hard. She hadn’t shed a tear for that man in a long time now, and she was damned if she was going to start today. She’d become hard and self-reliant but, really, she’d had no choice; Glory worked ten, sometimes twelve-hour days, at her two different care homes, forcing Isla to become independent at a very early age. While girls in her class had horse-riding lessons or days out to theme parks with their parents, she had dishes to wash, rooms to hoover and meals to cook. She went to the post office to pay bills for the mum who was too exhausted to venture further than the end of the garden by the time she got home from work. She pretended she didn’t care that the girls in her class had doting fathers and more money than they knew what to do with, and she pretended she didn’t care when she was bullied for her scruffy shoes or the blazer she’d long outgrown. She pretended so hard that eventually the pretences became reality and she really didn’t care. Friends were few and far between, boyfriends even rarer. Glory had made choices, but there was no such luxury for Isla – her childhood was entirely dictated by the decisions made by everyone but her.

      Gathering up the scrapbook and the gifts, she shoved them back into the box and slammed on the lid. She’d half thought about taking them with her when – if – she travelled to see her dad in France, but what was the point? What would he do with them? It was a stupid, childish whim, and she hadn’t been that child for a long time now.

      With the box stowed safely back in her wardrobe, she grabbed her phone from her bedside cabinet and dialled her best friend’s number. Dodie always seemed to know the right thing to do and say, and Isla needed some reassurance right now. But the number rang out. It wasn’t unusual, Dodie’s shop – Forget-Me-Not Vintage – was probably busy as it was getting closer to Christmas and Dodie ran it alone so she often couldn’t get to the phone, even after closing time when she had accounts and admin to take care of. Putting her mobile back, Isla glanced across at a teetering pile of books on her desk. There were lecture notes that still needed typing up, but no matter how many times she’d tried to get to them that morning her brain simply wouldn’t stay on the task. She’d have to force herself sooner or later – she hadn’t given up a job and moved back in with her mum to do a university course that she was going to flunk.

      Picking up the letter, she read it again. The more she read it, the more she wanted to go to meet her father after all. But she’d promised now, hadn’t she? Did her mum even have the right to ask her to promise such a thing, though? If she wanted to meet her dad again, did her mum have the power to say no? She was an adult now and didn’t need protecting. She hadn’t asked for it and she didn’t want it. What she wanted was the whole picture. Her dad was willing to meet her – did that mean he was sorry for what he’d done? Did it mean he wanted to be her dad again? And did Isla even want that? Did she have forgiveness in her? Glory had spent so many years telling her what a cad he was, she’d successfully transferred all her own mistrust of men onto Isla, who could count on one hand the number of healthy relationships she’d had in her life. Perhaps seeing her dad and finally getting some answers would do a lot more than fill in the gap where her father should have been.

      She was going round in circles. She needed to talk and it had to be someone impartial, someone who would give her good, solid advice. She dialled Dodie’s number again. If there was one person who could make the world seem brighter when it was dark, that was Dodie. By her own admission Isla could be difficult and temperamental and those traits had lost her plenty of friends over the years – the people who couldn’t or wouldn’t try to understand her. But not Dodie, never Dodie. Dodie was patient and kind and optimistic enough for them both. She had the biggest heart in Dorset – sometimes Isla would tell her it was a little too big – but as best friends went she was pretty perfect. People mattered to Dodie, and that’s why Isla knew that, even if they had the odd spat, when the chips were down, Dodie would be there for anyone who needed her. Right now, she had no idea just how much Isla needed her.
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      It wasn’t like those films you saw where family assembled in the dusty solicitor’s office and gathered around a vast desk to hear the last will and testament of the fabulously wealthy deceased. All it took these days was a simple phone call to the solicitor.

      Isla’s heart hammered as she waited for the secretary to put her through. It felt like a tipping point – the point of no return. As soon as this conversation began she would live in a world where her dad existed again, somewhere out there, and she’d have to acknowledge that fact even if she did no more about it.

      ‘Miss McCoy?’ Grover Rousseau’s voice was rich and full, edged with an Edinburgh accent. For a moment, she was transported back to her father’s voice and a time long ago, the memories as sudden and cold as falling into an icy lake. ‘Thank you for calling me.’

      ‘I thought I should, though I have to admit that I don’t know what I’m letting myself into,’ Isla said, fighting the quiver in her voice. ‘I understand that my dad wants to meet up with me?’

      ‘He does. It’s concerning the matter of your grandmother’s death, which I was sorry to hear about.’

      ‘You knew her?’

      ‘She’d been a client for many years.’

      ‘And my dad?’

      ‘Him too.’

      ‘Oh.’ What did she say next? She wanted desperately to hear more about her father, but his solicitor was hardly likely to give her any detail that meant anything to her in a personal sense. She didn’t even remember her grandmother and certainly didn’t give a toss about her final wishes, but it was easier to steer clear of that conversation.

      She couldn’t deny that she was curious about what she stood to inherit, though she didn’t want to sound like a gold-digger. She didn’t deserve to inherit anything, really, because it wasn’t as if they’d had any kind of relationship at all. Perhaps it was all going to be one enormous practical joke on the part of her grandmother, a last insult from the woman who’d been absent from her life even more than her father had. The joke was on her if it transpired that all she’d left Isla in her will was a flea-bitten old rug or a pile of electricity bills.

      ‘Your father has a copy of the will and he asked specifically that he impart the contents to you himself. As he is executor that’s entirely reasonable and he wants to do that face to face.’

      ‘He wants me to go to the Alps?’

      ‘He’s prepared to pay your expenses from the estate.’

      ‘He couldn’t come to see me here in England?’

      ‘It’s not possible without causing significant delay to the administration of the estate.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘I take it you’re amenable to that?’

      ‘I don’t know. Yes. Maybe.’

      ‘Which of those responses should I pass on to your father?’ he asked, though there was no impatience or scorn in his voice, only a mild sort of humour. Perhaps he’d made these phone calls many times before and nothing surprised him any longer.

      ‘Yes,’ Isla replied, though she felt far from happy with her decision. ‘What would happen if I changed my mind?’

      ‘Then you would be pressed no further on the matter. It really is entirely up to you, Miss McCoy.’

      ‘So why bother contacting me at all? If he doesn’t desperately need me to go and hear this thing?’

      ‘That’s not quite the case. I’m not at liberty to discuss the contents of the will as your father would like to do that with you himself, but there are conditions which may not be met should you decide not to travel to France to meet him.’

      ‘And what does that mean? I don’t get my inheritance? Whatever that is?’

      ‘Miss McCoy…’ He paused as though about to say something against his better judgement. ‘The fact of the matter is every party who stands to gain from your grandmother’s estate would be affected by your decision not to attend this meeting.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘That’s all I’m willing to say on the matter. I hope you understand that I don’t do this to be obstructive but merely to respect the wishes of your father and your late grandmother. It is my belief that he very much wants to see you regardless of the circumstances and perhaps that is enough to persuade you?’

      It wasn’t, and she didn’t know if she believed Mr Rousseau’s assertions anyway, but she simply sighed. ‘So if I don’t go it makes things really difficult for everyone else?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And it would make me an unreasonable cow to refuse?’

      ‘That judgement call is one only you can make. Your refusal would certainly change the nature of things significantly.’

      Isla’s gaze went to the window of her bedroom, where she was holed up, keeping the conversation away from her mother’s ears and disapproval. The sky was like dirty dishwater, drizzle spraying against the glass. Something about it felt flat against the monumental turn her life was about to take. At the very least a decision like this demanded thunder and lightning, or a storm whipping up around the parked cars in the street, not a clammy drizzle in a dull sky.

      Because it looked like she was on her way to France.

      

      Isla knew telling her mother wasn’t going to be easy. With lectures at university now over until the start of the new term and in need of a breath of air before what she knew would be an awkward conversation, she’d decided to head into town and make a start on her Christmas shopping. Ordinarily there would still be time – Isla wasn’t someone who panicked and rushed out the moment the trees had dropped their last russet leaf, but if she was going to fly to the Alps before Christmas, she realised that she might have to be a little more organised this year. Not to mention clever with her money with the unexpected extra expenses she might incur for a trip to the snowy Alps. Even if the cost of getting there was covered, her costs for food and other sundries were not. It was safe to say her student loan was taking a bit of a hammering as she trawled Dorchester’s quaint high street.

      It wasn’t yet five but already dark, the gently sloping street crowded with bright shopfronts and ropes of Christmas lights that criss-crossed the main road from roof to roof, dripping into the space between like strings of stars. They’d been switched on only the week before but already felt as if they’d been there forever. The scene as Isla looked down the high street held a certain magic, despite the hurried impatience of rush-hour traffic. Snatches of Christmas music filtered out of shop doorways as she paused at various ones, peering into the windows for inspiration. She didn’t have many gifts to buy and most would be silly, token gifts for the many cousins, aunts and uncles on her mother’s side, but there were one or two important ones: Glory’s for a start, Dodie’s too, and then there was her father. She had a box full of childhood gifts for him in her bedroom, but now that the dream of seeing him again was about to become a reality, she didn’t know what to do. She owed him no such consideration, and yet part of her – the part that was still ten years old – wanted more than anything to buy him the perfect gift.

      What if she took the gifts from her cupboard to France with her and finally gave them to him? It would mean something to her – the action of passing those years of pain on would be symbolic – but what would it mean to him? Could she take the rejection of seeing his confused face at the sight of a box filled with socks, cheap aftershave and childish hope?

      At this point Isla rejected the idea, but it didn’t help her wrap her head round the etiquette of her Christmas visit. There would be a whole new family she didn’t even know the names of yet, what they looked like and sounded like, loved and loathed, what they thought about the idea of the man they knew as father and husband having a life before them. Was she supposed to turn up with gifts, or would that seem strange and forward? What if they’d bought things for her and she turned up with nothing? Perhaps it was one she’d run by Dodie, but then she knew that her friend would always come down on the side of generosity and forgiveness. It was easy for Dodie to be full of optimism and goodwill, though, because Dodie’s family had always been stable and loving. Isla didn’t want to see it that way, and she didn’t for a minute resent her friend’s upbringing, but it was hard not to feel bitter about it on her low days.

      With her friend very much on her mind and desperate to push the questions surrounding her dad to the back of it, Isla headed into a shop selling handmade organic toiletries and cosmetics. The window was bright with pastel soaps and bottles, and the fragrance wafting from the front door divine – cinnamon and citrus layered with sweet candy. Dodie loved this shop but it wasn’t often she treated herself to anything from it; since she’d taken on her business venture in Bournemouth most of her spare money had gone into that, leaving only enough for the bare, value-brand essentials. It was ordinarily out of Isla’s price range too, but this was Christmas and if anyone deserved a treat to thank her for another year of loyalty, love and support, it was Dodie. So, Isla pushed aside her doubts and lost herself amongst the divinely fragranced bottles and bath bombs as she sniffed and tested everything to find the perfect gift.

      While she was there perhaps she’d pick something up for her mum, too. No Clinique or Estée Lauder for Glory McCoy who, despite taking fierce pride in her appearance, had to make do with supermarket moisturiser – and that was during the weeks when the money was spare. Often, when Isla had needed new school pumps or she’d outgrown her jeans there’d be nothing left for luxuries at all. Nowadays, not much better off but able to fend for herself, Isla often went home with little treats for her mum. Nothing like the luxury she deserved, but a token to show that Isla appreciated all she’d given up. Perhaps there was a spot of guilt now as she picked up a vanilla-scented hand cream and popped it into her basket, because she knew that, as well as delivering this, she would also be delivering news that Glory would find it hard to forgive.

      

      ‘You said you weren’t going!’ Glory slapped a slab of fish into the frying pan, the hiss as it hit the fat accentuating the resentment in her tone.

      ‘I know, Mum, but I’ve had time to think and—’

      ‘All the years I’ve been father and mother to you… Where was Ian McCoy when you had tonsillitis? On all the nights when you sweated next to me with a fever and I didn’t dare leave you in your bed alone? When you were sitting your GCSEs? When your first boyfriend broke your heart? When I had to go to school because those bullies stuck gum in your hair?’ She sucked in a breath and looked set to start again but Isla placed a gentle hand on each shoulder and pulled her round to face her.

      ‘Mum… you will always be the most important person in my life but it can’t always be just you and me.’

      ‘But you said—’

      ‘I know what I said. I hadn’t had time to process what meeting my dad again might mean, but I’ve realised it might be important. He left us both, Mum, and sometimes I think you forget that. He abandoned me as much as he did you, and if you had a chance for closure now, wouldn’t you take it? If you could sit across from him and listen to him explain it all, wouldn’t you want to do that too? Don’t you think it would help?’

      ‘No.’ Glory shook herself free of Isla’s grip. ‘I don’t ever want to see that man’s face again.’

      Isla paused. Glory didn’t mean that and they both knew it. ‘Well then, wouldn’t you want the chance to tell him how he ruined your life, what his leaving meant for us? Wouldn’t that help to bring closure?’

      ‘I’d like to swipe this pan across the back of his head,’ Glory said, giving the frying pan a violent swish and sending another hissing cloud of cooking oil into the air. Isla took an involuntary step back and out of range. The mood her mum was in, anything could happen, and she rather liked her fish on the plate and not down the front of her blouse. ‘I don’t need closure; that’s just more of your psychology mumbo-jumbo. I wish you’d stop turning me into one of your subjects.’

      Isla’s features hardened. ‘If I wanted a subject to study I’d choose one a lot less predictable than you.’

      Glory swung round to face her again. ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘You’re like a stuck record where Dad is concerned. He broke your heart and everyone knows it, but that was twenty-four years ago and maybe it’s time to move on. I need to move on even if you don’t and seeing him will either kill or cure me. Right now, I don’t care which because it will be movement, and any movement at all is better than living in limbo with you. I want to see him, to work out for myself how I feel.’

      Glory threw her hands into the air. ‘Always my fault! I suppose you think it’s my fault he left us!’

      ‘It doesn’t matter whose fault it is – that doesn’t change the facts. I’m angry, of course I am. I’m hurt that he never bothered to get in touch for all those years. But he’s getting in touch now.’

      ‘Because there’s money involved.’

      ‘We don’t know that yet.’

      ‘There’s a will, isn’t there? His meeting with you is a stipulation of the inheritance. Don’t fool yourself, Isla; you’re too intelligent to let yourself be taken in by any of this. He doesn’t want you; he wants his money.’

      ‘I’m not stupid – I know that. I’ll have my guard up at all times and I won’t get hurt if that’s what you’re worried about. I just want to see, Mum. I just want answers. You lost your husband, but I lost my dad and it changed me as a person. I just need to get my head around that and I think seeing him will help. Please… can’t you understand what I’m saying?’

      Glory flipped the fish over. ‘I don’t see why you have to go to France. Why can’t he come here if he’s so desperate to see you?’

      Isla folded her arms tight. ‘Do you really need to ask that question? Look at your reaction to the mere mention of his name. Imagine how much you’d freak out if he came over to England, was even in the same county as you, let alone the same room. You’d be right back where you started when he first left and I don’t want that on my conscience.’

      Glory sniffed hard but said nothing.

      ‘I don’t mind going over there,’ Isla said. ‘He’s paying so if you look on the bright side it’s a free holiday.’

      ‘Holidays are meant to be enjoyable.’

      Isla rubbed at her arms. She couldn’t argue with that but she wasn’t going to say so to her mum. She had to sell this idea to Glory if she was going to leave with them on good terms. She’d made up her mind to go anyway, but she’d rather do it with her mum’s blessing, if that were at all possible.

      ‘How do you know all this anyway?’ Glory added.

      ‘The solicitor told me. He said he felt I might want to go over there, said I might find it beneficial in terms of my inheritance.’

      If Glory was annoyed that Isla had made the call she didn’t say so. ‘I still don’t understand why Sarah would leave you anything. It’s a bit late for a sudden attack of guilt when she’s hardly bothered with you since the day you were born.’

      As a child, Isla had often wondered about her grandmother’s absence. In some ways, she’d felt that rejection more keenly than her father’s, convinced there was something about her which was so distasteful that both her grandmother and her father couldn’t bear to be in her life. She had so many questions to ask her dad, and that was at the top of the list. She could understand why he’d left – at least it wasn’t unusual for marriages to break down and for the father to disappear from the child’s life. But for a grandmother to forsake the child too? Was she so blind to her son’s faults that she’d side with him no matter what? Or was something else happening here? She glanced up at her mother, who was now fetching a pair of warmed plates from the oven. Isla loved her mother but she didn’t always trust her. Through all the long years she’d asked herself the same questions about why her father’s family had forsaken them, she’d also begun to suspect that her mother wasn’t entirely blameless in the affair. What she hadn’t dared ask, but what she suspected more strongly than ever before, was whether proud, unforgiving Glory McCoy had driven them away. Had she cut them from her life even though they’d wanted to be a part of it?

      ‘I don’t really understand it either,’ Isla said. ‘But the fact remains that she has, and I want to know more.’

      ‘You’ll regret it.’

      ‘I might, but it’s my decision whether I take the risk or not, isn’t it?’

      ‘You’ve always been headstrong and stubborn,’ Glory huffed as she lifted the frying pan from the heat.

      Isla gave a faint smile. ‘Where do you think I get it from?’

      Glory looked up and met Isla’s gaze. Though she was trying to hide it, Isla detected the hint of a smile in return.

      ‘Don’t think I’ve given up trying to talk you out of this fool plan,’ she said.

      ‘I wouldn’t dare,’ Isla replied. ‘But that fish looks good so could we put this argument on hold at least until we’ve eaten?’
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      The next night brought an easier get-together in the form of dinner with Dodie. Isla was desperate to talk to someone who would give her supportive, impartial advice after the difficult conversation with Glory, and Dodie had cancelled all her plans the minute Isla had called her to say so. Isla was still reeling from the decision; nervous and hesitant one minute, resolute the next, but ultimately terrified for how it might change everything. Already her relationship with her mum had altered; she’d felt it that morning as Glory had bid her a cold goodbye to go to work. Her mother had accepted it, but she would never be happy about it.

      As always, Isla had bought far too much food from the Chinese takeaway. She had a gargantuan appetite and Dodie often complained that if she ate half of what Isla did she’d look like a pygmy hippo. In times of stress this intake could grow exponentially, and despite what she’d told her mum, this was a time of extreme stress. After a brief greeting, Isla dumped the cartons on the table. Even if she had ordered too much food, Dodie would find a home for the leftovers with Dorset’s homeless, as she always did. As Dodie set out plates and began to investigate what was on offer, talk turned very quickly to the reappearance of Isla’s father.

      ‘So this is your dad’s mum? The gran you’ve never met?’

      Isla nodded slowly as she unwrapped her spring rolls.

      ‘Bloody decent of her as she’s never laid eyes on you,’ Dodie said wryly. ‘A sudden attack of conscience, was it?’

      ‘That’s what Mum said. I suppose it must have been. I don’t know much about it really, but the letter requested that I go. Said there was provision in the estate for my travel expenses if I wanted to.’

      ‘Do you have to?’

      ‘I wouldn’t imagine I have to do anything.’

      ‘What’s your mum say?’

      ‘I’ll give you three guesses…’

      Dodie smiled. ‘OK, silly question. I’m surprised she showed you the solicitor’s letter at all. Why on earth did she?’

      ‘Perhaps she had an attack of conscience too. Maybe she thought if she didn’t tell me about it things would have been a whole lot worse for her if they’d found me some other way.’

      ‘It would have been, I bet.’

      ‘I wouldn’t have been pleased. I’m not a kid any more, but sometimes I think she wishes I still was. It seems like Dad thinks so too; it would have been a lot simpler to send the letters direct to me than rely on Mum telling me about them.’

      Dodie opened the lid on a carton of rice. ‘So if you know it’s going to upset your mum I don’t suppose you’ll be going.’

      ‘That’s the thing… he’s my dad. I don’t know; I’ve always felt as if my life has been missing a piece and maybe seeing him and getting to know him again will fix that. But then he didn’t want me for all these years, so that makes him a twat, doesn’t it?’

      ‘I’d have to agree.’

      ‘He’s my twat, though. I don’t know anything about him or his family, only that our name is Scottish. Mum has this total information blackout where he’s concerned, and I get why she feels that way so I’ve never pushed it. At least, not over the past few years, and we’ve learned to ignore the fact he ever existed.’

      ‘She kept his name when he left,’ Dodie said, raising her eyebrows meaningfully.

      ‘You try telling my mum that’s significant and she’ll chase you around the house with a frying pan. She says it was just easier not to bother changing it, but I know it’s because the silly cow has never really stopped loving him. I think that’s why she’s so adamant we don’t discuss him and we don’t acknowledge his existence – it just hurts too much.’

      ‘You can’t ignore his existence now.’

      ‘Don’t I bloody know it.’

      ‘Do you feel as if you need to know about your dad’s family? You’ve already got an enormous family here in England without adding to it.’

      ‘I have.’ Isla gave a slight smile. ‘On my mum’s side at least. And that’s without all the folks in Nigeria. We could fill Wembley Stadium with my cousins.’

      ‘It does seem funny,’ Dodie said thoughtfully as she dug her spoon into the tub of chicken and put some on her plate. ‘Your gran’s never shown any interest in you before but she’s suddenly decided to leave you some money. Don’t you think that’s odd?’

      ‘I did. And I asked my mum about it but she gave me the usual response. Which is no response at all.’

      ‘Do you think that maybe they did try to contact you over the years but your mum wouldn’t let them and didn’t tell you about it? Because she was pretty messed up for years after he left, wasn’t she? And it might be the sort of thing someone who was pretty messed up might do.’

      ‘I don’t know what to think. I believe that if she did, it was for the right reasons – at least she would have thought them right, even if they weren’t. It’s tough to know what to do.’

      ‘What does your heart want to do?’

      Isla shrugged. ‘I think I want to go. Just to see. I think I’ll always regret it if I don’t. And it’s not just about the money… that’s if there is any money, because I’m not sure about that either. To tell you the truth, I’m not sure about anything right now.’

      Dodie blew out a breath. ‘It’s huge, that’s for sure.’

      Isla pulled the cork from some wine and poured a glass, which she handed to Dodie. ‘What would you do?’

      ‘You’re asking the wrong person – I wear my heart on my sleeve and I’m as gullible as they come. When it comes to reason over emotion, I’m absolutely hopeless.’

      ‘That’s why you’re exactly the right person to answer my question. You see the good in everyone and it always seems to work out OK for you. Your instincts always steer you right. Everyone you meet falls in love with you—’

      ‘Try telling that to Ryan,’ Dodie interrupted, but she shook her head at Isla’s questioning frown. ‘Sorry – ignore me.’

      ‘What I mean to say is, perhaps I should just trust my heart and go; see what he has to say. What harm can it do? Of course, I know that I’m bound to be disappointed because he’s done nothing but let me down all my life. When he could be bothered to be a part of it, that is. So I suppose there’s nothing he can do to make things worse in that respect, but he might show a glimmer of a good side when I meet him and that might make me understand him a little better. That’s got to be a good thing as far as I can tell. But then I don’t want my mother to hate me, and she will if I go to see him. Not hate me, but she’ll be desperately hurt and she’ll see it as a betrayal for all the years she thinks she spent protecting me from his influence. More than that, I don’t want to find out things about my mother that I’ll wish I hadn’t known. There’s always two sides to every story, isn’t there? I’m stumped.’

      ‘The only person you can really please here is yourself. So perhaps you ought to concentrate on that and forget about the rest.’

      ‘But pleasing me depends so heavily on the outcome of the rest. You see what I mean?’

      ‘Hmm.’ Dodie took a sip of her wine. ‘I suppose you get a trip to the French Alps, which can’t be bad. Which part?’

      ‘Some ski resort I can’t even pronounce the name of. I Googled it and it looked posh so he mustn’t be doing too badly if he can afford to live there.’

      ‘Want me to go in your place?’

      Isla smiled faintly. ‘I’m almost tempted to say yes. You could come with me.’

      ‘I wish, but there’s too much going on here,’ Dodie replied. ‘You’ll probably find you love it when you get there. It might be worth going just for the holiday, even if it turns out that your dad is the arse you thought he might be.’

      ‘I’m not so sure. It’ll be bloody freezing for a start, and how is my thin blood going to cope with that? If he’d gone to Barbados, that might be a different story, but if I do go to the Alps I’m certainly not going for the trip.’

      ‘How about a sexy Frenchman?’

      Isla raised her eyebrows. ‘I know you’re trying to make me feel better but it’s not helping.’

      Dodie put the takeout cartons to one side and took a seat at the table. ‘Sorry… I don’t know what to say. In the end, it’s a decision only you can make. I’m happy to listen while you sound off, but I can’t offer any advice because, honestly, I don’t have a clue what you should do. The only advice I can give is to go with your gut instinct, because it’s what I would do.’

      ‘I wish I could be more like that. I’m all logic and planning and sometimes I wish I wasn’t; life would be much more fun with a free spirit.’

      ‘A free spirit often gets you into trouble too,’ Dodie said with a slight smile. ‘I envy your logic and reasoning – at least you have a plan.’

      ‘You’re doing OK. You’ve got your own business for a start. And a boyfriend. For all my sensible planning I have neither of those things.’

      ‘It’s only a matter of time,’ Dodie replied. ‘When your course is over you’ll get your dream job. And as for boyfriends, they’re overrated.’

      Isla arched an eyebrow as she unfolded a napkin. ‘Had a falling-out with Ryan?’

      ‘Sort of. I don’t want to talk about it.’

      ‘He wouldn’t let you watch Harvey again?’

      ‘No.’ Dodie laughed. ‘It wasn’t quite that bad. We had words; it was nothing and I’ll sort it out with him tomorrow.’

      ‘As long as you’re OK. If you want to talk I’m here – don’t forget that.’

      ‘I thought we were supposed to be talking about you tonight?’

      ‘Yeah, well… I’m sick of hearing myself talk about it so everyone else must be suicidal by now.’

      ‘Not me.’ Dodie smiled. ‘If you want to go over it a thousand times I’ll keep listening.’

      Isla looked up from her plate and her heart swelled at the sight of her friend’s concerned gaze. If only everyone in her life could be as dependable as Dodie Bright. Don’t cry, don’t cry…

      ‘Oh, God!’ Dodie squeaked. ‘Please don’t cry; it wasn’t said to make you cry and if you start I will too!’

      ‘I know. I’ve just realised how lucky I am to have you.’

      ‘I feel the same, so now we’ve got that out of the way we’re going to eat Chinese and say no more about it or we’ll both be weeping into our fried rice!’

      Isla forced a smile, sniffing back her tears. ‘There’s a lot to get through too, so I’d better pull myself together and make a start!’
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      Isla reread the email. Looking forward to meeting with you… he’d signed off. A little formal, perhaps, but what else was he going to say? Love from Dad? Missed you, sweetie? She looked up at a light tap on the bedroom door and, as it opened and her mum appeared, slammed her laptop closed. It wasn’t like she had anything to hide, but with the situation as tense as it was the last thing she needed was for her mum to see she was in direct contact with her dad, even if it was as vague and impersonal as an email sent with instructions on how to reach the village where he lived.
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