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For Dad



This book is written from the heart and dedicated to my beautiful Dad. The best kind of Dad, the kind who never let me down and always made me feel I had a safety net. He pushed swings for hours, mended my broken hearts, ferried me around, advised but never dictated and always listened, encouraged and was there if things didn’t work out as planned. He was patient and thoughtful. He was kind and he made us laugh, a lot. He walked me down the aisle, became a great friend to my husband and had grandchildren who adored him, we all did. I love him, my dad. xxx 







  
  

Chapter One


Veronica





Veronica plunged her fork into the fat wedge of triple layered mud cake and popped it in her mouth. She knew before her taste buds had time to acknowledge what they were being served up that no matter how sweet its taste it would still be bittersweet. Today, March the tenth was Isabel’s birthday. She’d be turning twenty-seven and it was this knowledge that yet another year had ticked by that would turn the chocolate ganache slightly bitter. 

She was eating the decadent dessert not because she’d had a craving for cake but because it was tradition. Her tradition. It was a tradition that involved unearthing the shoebox from the shelf in her wardrobe first thing in the morning too. It was tucked in behind the pile of sweaters she’d folded up hoping not to have need of them again until next winter. She’d pushed them aside and slid the box out before carrying it over to her unmade bed. Perching on the edge of the mattress, she’d taken the lid off casting it aside to allow her fingers to touch the precious bits and pieces contained inside. A small photograph, a plastic identity bracelet, paperwork and Isabel’s blanket. She’d sat for an age remembering and wondering, a tear sliding down her cheek.

She’d only moved when Haydn bellowed, ‘Mum! Hurry up. We’ll be late.’ It was an about-turn given it was usually her shouting the sentiment and, brushing the tear away, she’d put the box back where she’d found it. She wouldn’t look at it again for another year. She’d learned a long time ago that some memories were too painful to touch and she had the boys to think of, she couldn’t wallow. It wouldn’t be fair but she was allowed to today, on Bel’s birthday.

Her morning ritual with the memory box and this cake ceremony of sorts had been her way of marking Isabel’s birthday for the last twenty-seven years and she wasn’t about to stop now even if she was supposed to be watching her calorie intake. 

An attractive young woman with mid-brown hair who reminded her of her younger self minced into the café shaking off the chill of early spring. Her hair was pulled back in a low ponytail and she was dressed in a high-necked leopard spot blouse with a pencil skirt and black, heeled ankle boots. She stood eyeing the cabinet of food and Veronica wondered what she did for a job. Her confident air and clothes suggested something high-powered and, realising she was staring, she forced herself to look away before she got caught out. She’d be around the same age as Bel and the tug of loss came keenly.








  
  

Chapter Two


Isabel





Her birth mother’s name was Veronica Kelly or it had been twenty-seven years ago. She was married now, separated according to her Facebook page, and her name was Veronica Stanley. She was forty-four years old with twin sons who were fourteen. Isabel had worked their age out from the last post on Veronica’s social media feed, two years ago; it was of their twelfth birthdays. Her birth mother had let social media slide after that with only one other entry to say Veronica Stanley was at Sunny Days Caravan Park in Devon. Isabel stared greedily at the screen scrolling through the pictures of Veronica and her boys, Haydn and Hunter. She was sitting at their dining table the laptop open in front of her. 

She tried to imagine herself tacked into the middle of their tableau. Where would she slot in? Would they even want her to? Then the familiar churning as to how even thinking those thoughts would make her parents feel revved up. She should be happy with what she had because she was far luckier than some, most even, but still there was a tug, a need to spend time with these people on the screen in front of her. 

How would it make Veronica feel to know she was, at that this moment in time, scouring her Facebook posts? She scanned the boys faces and Veronica’s for physical similarities deciding she had the same eyes as her birth mother and, although the boys’ eyes were darker, they were shaped like almonds as were hers. They didn’t share the small bump in their noses she had in common with Veronica though, lucky them, and where she and Veronica had a smattering of freckles and pale skin that burned easily the boys had the sort that would tan to a mahogany in summer. Twins! Didn’t they run down family lines? She couldn’t imagine one baby at the moment let alone two. Not that she didn’t want children because she did, but not just yet. 

She touched her finger to the screen in wonder. This lady had given birth to her. It was strange to think of it and that nineties movies her mum had on DVD sprang to mind, Sliding Doors. If different choices had been made, she could have had a completely different life. She’d never thought she’d have siblings but she did and there, frozen in time on the screen in front of her, was the proof. Two beautiful brothers. Were they outgoing or shy? It was hard to tell from photographs although she fancied she could see a cheeky glint in both their eyes. Was Veronica a nice person? The sort of person who’d check in on an elderly neighbour to make sure they were okay or was she self-centred and all about herself and her boys? She felt Rhodri’s breath on her neck as he leaned over her shoulder to see what she was up to. 

‘Put yourself out of your misery, Isabel, and write to her.’

‘But I don’t know what to say or what I even want from her.’

‘Tell her about yourself,’ he said, planting his hands on her shoulders. ‘And tell her you’d like the opportunity to meet her. Baby steps. Don’t overthink it.’

Isabel was the queen of overthinking and she’d been doing plenty of it. A part of her was frightened of reaching out only to be rebuffed. There was no guarantee Veronica would be pleased to hear from her. There were no guarantees if they did meet up that they’d like one another. It was all so very uncertain and Isabel didn’t like uncertainty. For all she knew, Veronica might have closed the page permanently on the chapter of her life in which Isabel had been born and not want reminding of it. 

‘It just feels—’

‘Disloyal, I know, you’ve said, but it doesn’t change how you feel about your mum and dad. You’ve a right to be curious and for all you know, Veronica might be desperate for you to get in touch.’

Veronica couldn’t access Isabel’s adoption records, contact had to be initiated by her. This was something Isabel had been grateful for growing up, insomuch as she didn’t know how she would have felt if her birth mother had suddenly appeared on the scene. It would have dented the security of growing up Isabel Stark, the daughter of Babs and Gazzer who were a bit mad but whom she loved wholeheartedly. They were solid and could be counted on and that’s what good parents were all about. 

It hadn’t been easy asking her parents if she could have her adoption records. She’d seen the hurt flash in her mum’s eyes and understood it was hard for her. She was frightened of losing her daughter, something Isabel had told her emphatically would never happen. She hadn’t done anything initially with the information Babs had presented in a plain manilla folder but she had it and when the time had felt right, she’d begun to try to find Veronica. Now she had, she didn’t know what to do.

‘I’ve bought you a present,’ Rhodri said, moving over to the sideboard and opening the top drawer. 

‘What is it?’

‘Close your eyes.’

Isabel did so, feeling a soft breeze as something thumped down on the table in front of her. 

‘Okay, open them.’

It was a pen, along with a pretty writing set. 

‘Write to her, Isabel,’ Rhodri said before planting a kiss on top of her forehead. ‘You’ve no excuse not to now.’

‘No excuse not to,’ she echoed.








  
  

Chapter Three


Veronica





At forty-four and three-quarter years of age, Veronica Stanley had officially become an invisible woman. Oh, she hadn’t donned her cloak, Harry Potter style and vanished as such but she had just been blanked. The Patels’ oldest lad who worked at the family newsagents come the university holidays had looked right through her. He’d flicked back his greasy fringe to ring up a bag of crisps instead of the chocolate bar she was first in the line waiting to buy. The salt and vinegar flavoured Walkers were in the hand of a girl with hair down to her waist, crayoned in eyebrows and sprayed on jeans. Veronica knew all this because she’d unconsciously scanned the teenager’s face. Was Bel like that at that age? 

The girl was all of sixteen if she was a day and if Veronica’s nose served her right and it usually did, given her job, she’d drenched herself, like a sheep being dipped, in Vera Wang’s Princess perfume. She shot the girl a look that said queue-jumper and then, eyes flitting from her to him, she tapped her foot while love’s young dream embarked on the youthful version of flirtatious banter. 

‘Me and my squad are going to the Minstrel tonight.’ The girl flicked her hair back and nearly took Veronica’s eye out.

‘That club’s supposed to be lit but I’m trying to save my cheddar.’ Greasy fringe flick.

‘Yolo.’ Eyelash bat.

Veronica rolled her eyes; it was like listening to a foreign language and given she was the mother of two teenage sons she should be up with the play. But come on, whatever happened to would you like to go out with me sometime? 

‘Yeah, you’re right. Me and my bruv might check it out.’ Eyebrow raise of acknowledgement.

‘Dope.’ Lip-glossed half smile.

She’d been tempted at that point to slam the chocolate bar down on the counter and march out of the shop. The only thing stopping her was she knew she’d regret a rashly made decision come her morning tea break at work. It was her Saturday morning treat. Having said that, what she should be having as a mid-morning snack was carrots and hummus sticks but sadly they were nowhere near as creamy or satisfying as a Galaxy bar. That was another thing about being forty-four and three-quarters, her metabolism had decided to grind to a halt. This was something Abi her younger sister was keen to point out happened to women approaching their mid-forties. In the end it was two things that swayed her decision in the chocolate bar’s favour and saw her stand her ground. The first being chocolate and coffee were a partnership made in heaven and the second being it wouldn’t be fair to breathe garlic hummus breath all over her customers. 

The gruesome twosome eyed one another and Veronica cleared her throat excessively. The girl took the hint and with one last hair flick wiggled her bum out of the shop. 

It wasn’t only the Patel boy, Veronica mused, the buzzer sounding as she left the shop, Galaxy bar in her hot little hand. It was little things like the way people’s eyes would move past her as she walked down the street. It was as though she wasn’t there. A ghost. Granted, the uniform she wore five days a week and on Saturday mornings wasn’t exactly eye-popping. A navy blouse tucked into black trousers, or navy, or black tights under a knee length skirt. Her footwear, Hush Puppies black, slip-on shoes. 

She’d never thought the day would come when comfortable footwear was a priority. The Hush Puppies weren’t uniform and they were a far cry from the dainty ballet slippers she’d once spent her time in, but when you were on your feet all day there was a lot to be said for sensible footwear. Sometimes, when she closed her eyes, she’d conjure that salty smell of passion mingling with hairspray and sweat and she was back there once more behind the curtains, adrenalin beginning to course. 

She also liked to imagine what Heidi, her line manager, would do if she broke rank and wore fishnet stockings under her navy skirt, or impossibly high red strappy sandals. Her old pal, Saskia, had been on holiday to Cuba last year and she said that was how the women working at the airport in Havana dressed. Go girls, she’d thought, hearing this and had wound up with that old Eurythmics hit Aretha Franklin had joined in on, Sisters Are Doin’ It for Themselves, stuck in her head all day. 

It rankled being talked down to by Heidi, a girl barely out of school, especially given her long service to Blakeley’s department store. She’d worked on the perfume counter there since the boys had been old enough to attend nursery. She loved her job too, the stories behind the different perfumes learned at the various training schools she’d been sent to over the years caught and fired her imagination. Like dance had once upon a time. It was what made her a good salesperson. It was also was why Heidi wouldn’t give the Saturday shift she resented having to work to young Sophie who did the late-night Thursday for her. 

‘You’ve had the training, Veronica, and Saturday is the busiest day of the week in the parfumerie,’ Heidi would say in that snippy little upstart manner of hers. What she wouldn’t say but what hung heavily in the air between them was that Blakeley’s had paid for Veronica to attend the various perfume training schools and as such they intended to get their pound of flesh. Heidi didn’t believe in work-life balance. She was also the sort of person who managed to look busy even when they weren’t doing much of anything. She’d perfected the art and would often be heard as she marched around the shop floor, sighing over how busy she was. Busy my arse, Veronica would think. 

At twenty-six the line manager had no dependents and still lived at home with her mum who probably cooked her dinners and did her washing for her. What she wouldn’t give to get off the treadmill and not spend her free time catching up on the one hundred and one things she hadn’t managed to get around to in the week. How lovely it would be to spend some time with her boys that didn’t involve nagging at them to get their lazy backsides into gear and help her.

Veronica aimed her keys at the red Ford Fiesta, shivering in the chilled morning air. The colour made her feel like she was driving a sports car. It made her feel young and carefree. The boys said the car was cringey. It was their new catchphrase and apparently their mother was ‘cringe’ full stop. Come to that everything in the boys’ world where adults were concerned was an embarrassment these days. To be fair though, they’d grown so tall of late they did look funny sitting in it with their hair grazing the roof. Unlocking it she settled herself in behind the wheel. 

She picked up the banana she’d tossed on the passenger seat for breakfast and peeling it, a long-ago incident sprang to mind. She couldn’t help but smile as she took a bite before buckling in. She’d not long left school, and back then was working in Miss Selfridge. It wasn’t her dream job but she had the best wardrobe along with an enormous shop bill. There she’d been on her lunch break, making the most of the glorious day and trying to get a spot of colour on her lily-white legs in the parklike grounds of the old abbey. 

She’d peeled the skin back from a banana and had been about to take a bite when she’d spotted the chap, old enough to be her dad had he stuck around and not gone and got himself killed, sitting on a nearby bench. He had a newspaper open in front of him, not that he was reading it. He was too busy staring over the top of it, mesmerised by her mouth and the banana. It dawned on her as she looked at the phallic shape she was holding that he wasn’t thinking about how much he liked bananas and so she took a vicious, teeth bared chomp from it. It had been satisfying to see him grimace and cross his legs tightly before burying his nose in his paper.

Veronica turned the ignition and sighed all the way from the tip of her shoes. It was ironic given as a woman barely out of her teens she’d once bemoaned the attention she’d garnered from the opposite sex. ‘All men are perverts,’ she’d declared with passion to Saskia, who’d nodded, equally emphatic in her agreement. Nowadays she could dance around the park bloody naked and nobody would notice. Okay, she was exaggerating but it had been over a year since she’d had a wolf whistle and it didn’t count given it was from a flipping bird. The only bonus being she’d dined out on the story of her having donned her Lycra activewear before striding off on a power walk in an attempt to gee up her metabolism. She’d stood straighter, had even done a hair flick of her own when she’d heard the whistle, glancing around to see who the culprit was, just in case he was cute. You never knew your luck; only she should have known her luck. 

It had taken her a moment to pinpoint him, he was swinging on his perch inside his cage which hung in the doorway of number 19. George the cockatoo. She used to stop and say ‘Who’s a pretty boy then,’ making kissy noises at him back in the days when Haydn and Hunter had still wanted her to walk them to school. George was getting payback.

Veronica indicated and pulled out in the gap in the traffic, taking another bite of the fruit. It should stave off any rumblings until morning tea. 

A firm believer in stock rotation, both at work and in her own kitchen cupboards, Veronica was placing the order of cellophane wrapped boxes she’d ignored yesterday in an orderly row behind the sole remaining box already on the shelf. A man moved into her peripheral vision and, glad of something to distract her on what was proving to be an unusually slow Saturday morning, she paused her task to give him a sneaky once-over instead. His suit had to be bespoke she concluded eyeing the soft, wool fabric in a jacquard grey check managing to resist the urge to stroke the luxury material. It fitted his lanky, definitely not skinny frame too well not to be. 

She waited impatiently for him to look her way and give an indication of requiring assistance but the manner in which he was scanning the men’s fragrance shelf told her he knew what he wanted and was best left to it. The seconds ticked on and fed up with waiting she was about to say ‘hello’, the first rule of sales was to always approach the customer with an open greeting, when he plucked a rectangular box from the shelf. He scanned the text on the back. 

It was as she’d thought, he was a man who knew what he wanted and at that moment she fell a teeny bit in love with him as she spied his chosen aftershave. Tom Ford’s latest men’s fragrance, Beau De Jour. It was a scent she could imagine on the pillow next to hers at night and the thought made her shiver. The cologne was pitched as classic, sharp, and maverick for the perfectly groomed gentleman and she’d always had a soft spot for gentlemen. 

Her dad had been a gentleman and it might seem old-fashioned but she’d loved the way he always walked on the roadside of her mother and held doors open. Okay, so upping and leaving not just his wife but his children too, for a younger model, hadn’t been very gentlemanlike but nobody deserved the sort of karma he’d wound up getting. He’d died in a car accident not long after he moved away and Veronica and Abi had been told by their mother, he wouldn’t be coming back so they needed to put him from their minds. She never spoke of him again. It was as if he’d been chalk on a blackboard and she’d wiped him off in one swipe.

She also knew in marrying Jason with his good-looks and easy charm, she’d married a version of her lost father. It was what daughters did. It was why Abi had lurched from relationship to relationship and her mother had refused to trust in another man beyond a few casual dates too. Thinking of Jason sent an instant spike of irritation through her because her ex was sporting a lovely tan at the moment. He’d just spent a week in Ibiza despite him giving her constant earache about what he had to pay in maintenance. 

She wouldn’t mind a holiday. What bliss to flop poolside while the boys grazed the all-day buffet and she devoured a good book and, since she was daydreaming, she might as well throw in a handsome Spaniard who couldn’t take his eyes off her. A holiday wasn’t on the cards though, not with a mortgage and said boys, teenage twins, who despite their lean builds put away enough food on a daily basis to feed a small village. Jason was good with the boys when it suited him but the way he carried on about opening his wallet to help out with all the extras having two strapping sons brought, you’d think he’d had nothing to do with the actual conception of them.

She’d married Jason or the Useless Git as she called him when the mood took her in her early twenties and they’d been separated for five years now. He was an electrician who’d plugged another woman’s socket. Neither of them had got around to doing the proper divorce bit. It was on her never-ending to-do list. Despite the length of time, they’d been apart she was still his first port of call for advice and help but then he’d always been needy. She’d love to muster up the courage to tell him to fuck off when he showed up to see if there was a spare plate going for dinner, or if she could sew a button back on his shirt but, truth be told, she was frightened if she did, he would. It wouldn’t be her that would bear the consequences if she said her piece, it would be the boys. 

To be fair to her fickle ex, he was a man who needed to feel he was the centre of her attention and it must have been hard to love a woman who wasn’t whole. She’d always held a part of herself back from everyone because that part belonged to Bel. It was a part he knew he’d never be able to fill. 

Jason hadn’t coped with taking second place when she’d been trying to cope with two babies, thank God for her mum! But they’d made it through that and come out the other side or, so she’d thought. They’d plodded along happily enough; no marriage was perfect after all. When her mum got sick though, her time was once more consumed elsewhere. The boys were ten when he announced he was moving to greener pastures. 

The anger that still lurked over his leaving her when she’d needed him most smacked her in the face. Twin boys, a mother who’d been diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s, a sister who flitted in and out of their lives when she saw fit, and he’d gone and left her for a younger woman. As soon as Greta, his girlfriend had made noises about wanting a baby he’d been out of there and these days he was a lad about town. A long-in-the-tooth lad she thought, shoving her ex aside because Suit-man as she’d decided to nickname him was about to place his purchase down on the counter. She straightened the row of pretty pink Miss Dior boxes and turned around with a smile. 

His hand was thrust in his pocket, searching for his wallet presumably, and she watched as it moved on from his trouser pocket to patting down his jacket. She bit her lip so as not to smile, noticing the coffee stain on his tie. There was no wedding band or tell-tale white ring mark where one had recently been on his finger either.

‘Ah, there it is.’ He pulled the errant wallet from the inside pocket of his jacket looking at her for the first time with a sheepish, almost shy grin. ‘Sorry about that.’ 

His hair was salt and pepper brown and in need of a trim and his eyes were deep, the colour of dark-washed denim. His jawline, which once would have been chiselled making him almost too handsome, was showing the softening of middle age and was stubbled which gave him a slightly unkempt air. It was decidedly sexy, Veronica thought, but it was his smile that caught and held her in its embrace making her knees feel trembly. 

Her knees hadn’t felt that way, apart from when she’d attempted the power walking, since Jason had first pinned her in his line of sight. His grey eyes had sparkled with the promise of things to come. This man smiled with his whole face in a way that told her he was without guile and she found herself beaming back at him. Crumbs, how fortuitous she’d gone for the Galaxy bar because this was definitely not a hummus breath moment. 

‘Lavender, moss and amber, classic aromatic accords; you’ve made a good choice,’ she said taking the Beau De Jour and holding it up as though posing for an advertisement. She cringed as the words popped forth from her mouth. 

Suit-man looked taken aback she saw with a quick glance up at him before she slid the aftershave into a Blakeley’s bag. 

‘Good to know, thanks.’ He grinned. 

Cringe, cringe, cringe as her boys would say.

She completed the sales transaction, all fingers and thumbs, conscious of him watching her. She held his gaze a tad too long and he took the bag from her with a lazy smile and thank you. A feeling of dissatisfaction that the transaction was complete stole over her as she watched him go but a split second later her breath snagged. Instead of striding out of her life he’d walked straight into the MAC lipstick stand causing young Tyrone to startle, his hand fluttering to his chest as Suit-man apologised profusely, casting a flustered, red-faced glance back at her. She liked him all the more for being human.








  
  

Chapter Four


Isabel





Isabel Stark 

Pier View House (upstairs flat, above the Leap of Faith Art Gallery)

The Esplanade

Ryde

Isle of Wight

Dear Veronica,

I hope this letter doesn’t come as too much of a shock and if it is a shock then I hope it is a good one. My name’s Isabel Stark and I’m your birth daughter. I decided to reach out to you now because recent experiences made me think about things differently. I suppose they made me look at my adoption from your perspective not just my own and I hope that doesn’t make me sound terribly selfish. The saying goes there’s two sides to every story but where adoption’s concerned, there’s three. I want to tell you my story. 

I’m an only child but I don’t think I’ve been spoiled as a result. I never went without anything but there wasn’t lots of money to go round in our house either. I’d have liked a sibling but it wasn’t to be and in the end that was okay because it’s what I know. I had a wonderfully, ordinary childhood with my parents, Barbara and Gary who everyone calls Babs and Gaz. They are salt of the earth people. 

I grew up in Southampton and there’s not a lot to tell you about that. I did okay at school but was hardly the brain of Britain. I wasn’t sporty. I was too much of a dreamer for that. I think I could have done better at school if I’d known what I wanted to do with myself once I’d left. Actually, I did know what I wanted to do and that was the problem. I wanted to sing. I spent my time in class and on the sports field or in the gym dreaming about that instead of paying attention to what I was supposed to be doing. 

I’ve always loved to sing and I have a good voice but to be professional you need more than that and I never had the confidence to perform in front of others. I only ever sang in the shower or bath and the thought of stepping out onto a stage on my own was terrifying so I did nothing about it and just drifted along instead. 

I worked a few dead-end jobs in the ensuing years and was in a relationship I thought was going to be long-term until he cheated on me with my friend. It was humiliating to say the least but at least it spurred me into action. I took off travelling to put some distance between myself and what happened and I wound up having the best time. There’s such an amazing sense of freedom when you’re in a new country with no responsibilities to anyone other than yourself and the opportunity is there to be whomever you want to be. 

I spent my time abroad working, exploring, and having fun in Australia and didn’t want to go home without jumping the ditch as the Aussies and Kiwis call visiting one another’s country. It was when I was in New Zealand that something happened. It changed the course of, well, everything. 

I was road-tripping in a camper van with my friend when we came across an accident in the middle of nowhere. There was only one car involved with a single occupant, the driver who was an elderly woman. She wasn’t in a good way but was still conscious and I held her hand until she passed away. She told me in those last minutes she’d wanted to go back to the Isle of Wight, that she was wrong and she should never have left. Before the light went out of her eyes she made me promise I’d tell Constance she was sorry. Of course, I had no idea who Constance was or why she was sorry but I did know I had to keep the promise I’d made her. 

It’s a long story and it began when I went to the woman’s funeral. Her name was Virginia or Ginny as everyone called her. Her son Teddy and his wife and daughter had flown in for the funeral from Hong Kong where they live. I learned Ginny hailed from Southampton originally but had ties to Ryde on the Isle of Wight. Hearing this was a goosebumps moment, it was too coincidental but then my whole journey through to now has been full of coincidences. So much so, I half believe Ginny’s been looking down on me orchestrating everything, trying to put things right. I felt like it was fate that I was the one who held her hand when she died and I couldn’t get her or the promise I’d made out of my head. 

I arrived back in Southampton shortly after this and found myself a fish out of water. It’s strange when you’ve been away because you come home expecting things to be the same as they were when you left, only time doesn’t stand still. Oh, Mum, Dad and our corgi, Prince Charles (Mum’s a staunch royalist) were the same, they don’t change thank goodness but my old friends had moved on. I didn’t know where I fit and with nothing keeping me there, I set off on a quest of sorts to the Isle of Wight to find Constance. It sounds completely mad, I know, but it all worked out.

I got a job the day I arrived on the island, behind the bar in a local pub called The Rum Den, here in Ryde where I live. The landlady put me up for the night and then the next day I set off to door knock at various rest homes in the area. I was walking down the Esplanade which if you’ve never been to Ryde, straddles the sea when I spotted a sign advertising a room to let in the window of an art gallery. The gallery was called A Leap of Faith and the owner was a rather good-looking Welshman called Rhodri who lived in the two-bed (the third’s a study) flat above his gallery. He was looking for someone to rent the spare room and split the household bills. I thought the flat with its views out over the water was lovely and moved in straight away, pleased to have found both work and somewhere to live so quickly while I looked for Constance. 

I didn’t have to look for long because when I confided in Rhodri what I was up to, he told me he’d bought the building, Pier View House from a woman called Constance Downer. He said she was one of the island’s more colourful characters. A firm believer in the healing powers of herbs, she’d run Constance’s Cure-alls, from what’s now his gallery, selling natural remedies for years. Her shop had been an island institution with some of the locals whispering she was a witch but this only added to her allure and brought the curious customers flocking in.

I went to Sea Vistas the care home she was residing in to find out if she was the woman I was looking for. She was, and by now you’ll understand what I meant about coincidences. Meeting Constance changed my life, and hers too, though neither of us knew it would the first time we met. 

Ginny, I found out was Constance’s sister-in-law. Constance lost her brother, Ginny’s husband during the war and poor Ginny suffered a stillbirth not long after. Constance, who was sixteen at the time met and fell in love with a Canadian air force man stationed on the island and he was killed in a bombing in the building where she now lives, Sea Vistas. Back in the war it served as a convalescent home for servicemen. She was devastated and she was also pregnant. It was decided Ginny would adopt Constance’s baby and bring the child up alongside the family in Pier View House. Instead, she disappeared with the baby, a boy, as soon as the papers were signed and the first Constance knew of what had happened to her son was when I came to pass on Ginny’s last words to her.

So many wonderful things have happened since then. Constance’s story was a sad one but it has a happy ending. I helped her reconnect with her son, Teddy. She’s become a big part of my life. It was Constance who opened my eyes to the power of natural healing and it’s down to her encouragement that I’m on my way to qualifying as a Naturopath. She’s also a driving force behind my decision to reach out to you.

I work at The Natural Way and for the first time in my life have a job I love. It’s a herbal health store around the corner from where I live and Delwyn, my friend who owns it, has asked me to go into business with her. I’m pretty excited about that. Delwyn’s partner is a drop-dead gorgeous potter called Nico and when I first met her I thought she had designs on Rhodri. He was taking pottery lessons from Nico at the time and I got it in my head she was offering lessons with benefits. Turned out it wasn’t him she was interested in at all. I hadn’t a clue she was gay! It worked out well for me that she was destined to be with Delwyn because I wound up with my lovely Rhodri and he makes me smile every day.

I’m singing too and not just in the shower. I finally got up on the stage. I joined an acapella group called The Angels of Wight. It’s lots of fun being part of something so much bigger than just myself and it’s given me confidence. Hmm, what else? I can’t cook to save myself but fortunately Rhodri is a whizz in the kitchen. He’s chief cook and I’m the bottle washer. I love classical music too. I always have which is weird given Mum and Dad are rockers of old who love nothing better than cranking up a bit of Springsteen. They fancy themselves Southampton’s answer to Bruce and Patti lip-syncing and playing air guitar along to the Boss’s music. It has to be seen to be believed! Oh, and I have a secret crush. Andréa Bocelli, I adore him and my dream is to one day see him perform at Teatro del Silenzio in Tuscany. I’ll get there one of these days. 

So, there you have it, that’s me. I’ve wondered about you a lot over the years, Veronica, and would love to meet you and your sons. I’d like to talk to you about who my father is too. You can write to me at the address on the envelope or if you’d rather ring or email, these are my details:

isabelstark@thenaturalway.co.uk

07716 434391

I hope we can connect and I hope this letter hasn’t brought up unhappy memories.

xxx Isabel

Isabel put the pen down on the table and flexed her fingers. She’d debated with herself over how to sign off for the longest time but yours faithfully or yours sincerely were too formal and to use the word love didn’t seem right. Love was earned. It grew. It wasn’t automatic. 

A briny breeze was drifting in through the open window and she could hear the familiar thrum of early afternoon activity on the street below. Saturday’s were always busy on the island as visitors and locals alike ventured out and about. It had been her turn to work the morning shift at The Natural Way with Delwyn relieving her at midday. She’d come straight home to write the letter knowing she’d not be able to settle at anything else until she’d got everything she wanted to say down on paper. 

She folded it and placed it in an envelope leaving it unsealed. A plate with the crumbs of the sandwich she’d slapped together for a quick lunch decorating it sat next to her cup of tea. It would have a skin on it by now she thought. She’d been so absorbed in what she was writing she’d forgotten to drink it. Pushing her chair back she got up and stretched before carrying them over to the sink. She tipped the cold tea down the drain and rinsed the cup and plate. 

She’d lost count of how many times she’d written versions of this letter only to screw them up and toss them in the bin. There were only two sheaves of paper left in the set Rhodri had bought her. Was she giving too much of herself away? Did she sound like a crackpot? Maybe she’d be better getting straight to the point of why she was writing and leave it there. The questions butted for attention making her feel anxious and she made up her mind she’d go and see Constance next chance she got and ask her opinion on this latest effort. 

She left the dishes to drain and rolling her shoulders tried to ease the knots in them. It didn’t help so she decided to try her luck downstairs because if the gallery was quiet, Rhodri might just give her a shoulder rub. He’d be pleased she’d finally got the words down and in an envelope. 

She found him sitting behind the counter reading a letter of his own. The gallery, she saw with a quick glance around the shop floor, was quiet. There was a pile of half-opened mail scattered next to him. Bills mostly by the look of it. Rhodri’s gaze flicked up at her, his usually toffee coloured skin, a throwback to his Celtic heritage, pale. 

‘Are you okay?’ Isabel asked. 

He shook the paper he was holding. ‘It’s from Sally.’ 








  
  

Chapter Five


Veronica





St Rebus’s centre in the old Tudor market town a hop, skip and a jump from London where Veronica had lived all her life was teeming with shoppers. None of whom she’d have to serve now Blakeley’s was closed for the afternoon. She’d rue the day the department store ever decided to extend their Saturday opening hours past one o’clock like their high street counterparts had done. A young woman with more carrier bags than was sensible nudged her as she strode past. Her lack of apology dropped Veronica right back into her invisible woman rhetoric of earlier that morning. 

She’d left her car where she always left it on a Saturday, tucked away down Eason Lane, a cobbled, narrow, one-way side street where she could more often than not nab a spot for the morning. There was no employee parking at Blakeley’s. The bag she’d tossed on the backseat that morning was still there. It had been hard to resist the temptation not to lose herself in memories as she opened the plastic container full of her old dance costumes and other accoutrements earlier that morning, but there’d been no time for that and she’d rifled through the layers of tulle and satin until she’d found the leotard she was after. 

The traffic was light given the time of day and it wasn’t long before she’d edged away from the town centre into the suburbs. It was only a matter of minutes before the rows of houses had given way to a smattering of posh converted barns, on acreage of the sort you’d see on those home renovation programmes. She angled off to the right and bounced down the lane that would take her to Holly Grange House; now there was nothing but fields and livestock either side of her. Her mood lifted as she spied the bright yellow bobbing heads of daffodils. Spring was her favourite time of year. Nobody could be miserable in spring, well not for long anyway, she thought, keeping her finger to herself as a farmer’s vehicle nosed out of the hedgerow too quickly for her liking. 

She’d only managed to listen to three songs off her playlist when the gates to the house loomed in front of her. She left the car idling to get out and enter her passcode; it was easier than hanging halfway out the window. The iron palings began to groan their way apart and she slid back behind the wheel in time to nip through them, her car crunching over the gravel. 

‘Sorry, Elton,’ she muttered as she nosed in between two cars and switched him off mid flow. She reached over into the back seat and grabbed the bag before getting out of the car. She stood there staring up at the two-storey Victorian, red-brick home with its sturdy chimney stacks and gabled windows. 

It still took her by surprise each time she visited that this rather grand old house that had once been presided over by a lord and lady of the manor was now her mum’s home. She didn’t know if she’d ever get used to it. The Virginia creeper that covered the entrance was beginning to green up once more. It had been splendid last autumn when her mum had first moved in with its fiery hues. 

A carer she didn’t recognise, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, attired in the pale blue tunic top with its band of pink flowers and blue pants the staff wore, appeared in the entrance and Veronica gathered herself. She couldn’t stand here gawping at the building all afternoon. Taking a deep breath, she told herself to pretend she was about to dance out from behind the red velvet curtains and with her smile firmly in place she breezed in, greeting the receptionist before putting her hand to the scanner box. Hearing it click she pushed the door to her mother’s wing open, ensuring her smile was still intact. Being greeted by the sight of her long face would not do her mum or any of the other residents any good. A long face wouldn’t do her any good for that matter. If you smiled long enough and hard enough, eventually you forgot all about the daily grind. She knew this from experience although some days it was harder than others to keep her teeth gritted and grin in place.

Whenever she entered the spacious, light-filled living area she fancied she could be boarding a cruise ship minus a buffet. It was the furnishings that did it, they were luxurious but somewhat impersonal. An interior designer had waved his or her magic wand over the place with stylish groupings of ornaments, always in threes, on artfully placed corner tables and an array of beautifully framed paintings of landscapes and bowls of fruit adorned the walls. Only, instead of being one of those themed cruises for nineties music fiends, or ballroom dancers, it was a cruise for those afflicted by the memory thief. 

She caught a whiff of something and pinpointed it as a roast meat that must have been served at lunchtime. At least she couldn’t smell cabbage. Her friend Saskia’s horrified face when she’d told her her mother had gone into care floated to mind. ‘Please don’t tell me the place smells of cabbage and piss.’

‘Of course it doesn’t, not for what it’s bloody costing,’ she’d replied, grateful for her mother’s squirrelled away nest egg which had been plumped up considerably by an unexpected and large sum of money a great aunt, whom none of them had ever met, had bequeathed her. She and her mum had visited Holly Grange when she was well enough to absorb that this was where she’d one day live and, while not happy about the prospect, she’d said, ‘If I have to live in a care home then I’ll jolly well make it a posh one.’

‘Where’d you get that idea from?’ she’d asked Saskia, affronted at the very idea.

‘My nana was in a place like that, I used to dread having to visit her of a Sunday. It was ridiculous when I think about it because Mum always made me and Rona put on our Sunday best. Holly Hobby ankle socks, the works, to go see her. Nana couldn’t have given a toss what we were wearing or whether we were there or not.’

‘You don’t know that. The aging brain’s still a mystery and there’s not so much of a sniff of cabbage or the other at Mum’s place, thanks very much,’ Veronica had said, her guilt at no longer being able to care for her mother herself making her defensive. It would have been easier if she could have shared the load with her younger sister, Abigail. Abi had her head well and truly buried in the sand where their mother was concerned though and so it had fallen to Veronica to sort it all out as per usual. 

‘She’s not going to get better,’ Veronica had told her one afternoon, fed up with her bleating on about how she didn’t think Holly Grange was a good idea. ‘And do you plan on taking over her care? Because it’s not easy Abi and I can’t imagine Brandon taking too kindly to having her about the place. If I can’t manage, I don’t know how you think you’re going to. She needs full-time care now because if she goes wandering anything could happen. Besides it’s what Mum wanted; you know that. She didn’t want either of us giving up our jobs to become full-time caregivers. She said we’re her daughters not her carers and it should stay that way. I’ve got the boys to think of too.’ Things had escalated from there, with Abi resorting to her usual taunt of ‘Saint Veronica.’ She knew how much it annoyed her big sister. 

Making the decision that the time had come for her mum to go had been the second hardest thing she’d ever had to do. She’d reached the point where she could no longer be left on her own in the day and was needing more and more help with everything from toileting, showering and dressing to eating. She’d bundled her off to Holly Grange with her suitcase full of labelled clothes, as per the instruction sheet she’d been given, and kept a cheery façade up right up until it was time for her to go. Her mother had sat on the bed in her new room with her hands clasped on her lap, the tears rolling down her cheeks utterly bewildered as to why she was there. It had broken Veronica’s heart and she’d sobbed all the way home just as she had on the twins’ first day of school. At least her mum hadn’t bitten any of the carer’s hands like Hunter had done when the teacher had tried to detach him from her leg.

Now as she wandered into the space where the residents whiled away their days, she could feel the carpet plush beneath her feet, no sound of Nurse Ratched’s, from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, shoes clipping down echoing corridors at cosy Holly Grange. Veronica waved hello to Helen. The carer was leading a sing-song, valiantly clapping her hands trying to gee-up the semi-circle of residents seated around her. A quick scan of the disinterested faces revealed her mother wasn’t amongst them. She could hear music being played and moved over to the alcove where the armchairs were positioned around the large flat screen TV on the wall. André Rieu filled the screen along with his vibrant waltz playing orchestra. Her mother was ensconced in a striped chair, almost dwarfed by the plump cushions. She’d always been small. A dainty, attractive woman, born to sing and dance who never got the chance and so had lived her dream vicariously for a short time through her eldest daughter. Lately she seemed shrunken. 

Margo was mesmerised by the dancing pastel shades in front of her. Her hands were mimicking the conductor’s as she sat lost in the music. Veronica held back for a moment watching her. Her hair, once the same colour as her own, was now silver and thanks to the regular six-weekly trips to a local hair salon, cut into an easy to manage short style. It seemed pointless to keep dying it for her. Her pretty face was beginning to droop with gravity’s pull which seemed to have tugged harder since she’d become ill. 

Her mother had always loved music, and her face lost the haunted look she’d worn these last few years when she listened to it. Her hands would unknit themselves and move to the rhythm almost of their own accord. Andréa Bocelli was her favourite in those last few months when things had been going pear-shaped and Veronica had done her best to look after her. The only thing that would settle her when she got upset by her encroaching illness was the Italian opera singer. It had been her mother’s dream to see him play on his home ground of Tuscany but it had never happened. She’d had lots of dreams, her mother. 

She had a beautiful singing voice too. She could have sung professionally, Veronica always thought but her life had been devoted to raising her and Abi. She’d not had an easy time of it.

Veronica moved into her line of sight and Margo looked at her daughter, her expression blank momentarily as she grasped to place her and when she did her face broke into a smile. It was wide and childlike which was an anomaly with the pink lipstick she was wearing. 

‘You’re still in there, aren’t you, Mum,’ Veronica said, smiling back before taking hold of her hand. ‘It’s lovely to see you.’ She pulled a chair up alongside Margo who was blinking at her expectantly not sure what was expected of her. Veronica breathed in the scent of L’Air du Temps perfume. It was Margo’s favourite. French perfume was a luxury not afforded to her mother after their dad left as she’d grimly tried to meet the bills each week. As such, she’d made sure her mum always had a bottle once she began work at Blakeley’s. 

She knew the story of fashion house, Nina Ricci’s signature fragrance by heart. It was released at the end of World War Two with the idea of it being a breath of fresh air to celebrate the return to peace and feminine elegance after the war. The original bottle had been a starburst pattern made by Lalique, and then his son, Marc, went on to design the crystal bottle with the famed dove stoppers symbolising peace. Veronica loved the bottle. It was a showpiece in itself.

She was guessing it was Danika, the carer Veronica felt she had a rapport with, who’d helped get her dressed this morning. She knew how much Margo loved the fragrance. It also pleased her that her mother was always well turned out. She was a stylish woman who’d taken pride in her appearance albeit on a budget and it was things like this that made Holly Grange worth every penny because what price could you put on dignity?

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’ve come to see you, Mum.’

‘Am I going out?’

‘No, not today. I thought we could have a cup of tea here.’

‘Where are…?’ she frowned. ‘Where are—’

‘Hunter and Haydn are playing football this afternoon, Mum. They’ll come and see you on Thursday.’ 

Margo nodded and then leaned forward to whisper conspiratorially. ‘There’s some very strange people in here.’

‘Is there, Mum?’

‘There is, look around you. Quite mad some of them. I don’t know what I’m doing here.’ She pointed to a docile woman sitting near the doors to the garden, her eyes half closed as she dozed in the land between sleep and wakefulness. ‘She shouts you know.’ Margo pleated the hem of her sweater, her eyes wide. ‘I’ll go home with you today, I think. I shouldn’t really be here.’ Tears threatened.

Please don’t cry, Mum. The tears were the hardest to take. Veronica had heard this lament before from her mother who some days took it in her stride that this was where she now lived and on others looked around her with fresh eyes unsure as to what had brought her here. Veronica looked back over her shoulder to where an elderly gent, who looked dapper in his shirt and suit trousers, was clutching a walker as he shuffled forth. It buoyed her to see him looking so smart and well cared for but as she listened to him ask no one in particular if they’d seen his wife, Nora, a wave of sadness filled her. It was how he spent his days, looking for his wife. She only came to see him on a Sunday at afternoon tea time. Danika had told her this. 

She caught sight of another gentleman standing in the doorway of the corridor to where the bedrooms were. He had a shirt and socks on and underpants in between. A pair of trousers were slung over his arm. One of the carers, Gloria, excused herself from the table where she’d been helping a woman do a puzzle to take him by the arm. She steered him gently back down the hall to his room. They were such a special lot the people who worked here, made of sterner stuff than she was, she thought, watching her go before turning her attention to the bag she’d brought with her.

‘Ah well, never mind. I’ve something to show you.’ She was doing something different today. She usually brought in a photo album on Saturday afternoons, to sit and flick through with her. Shared memories of when the boys were small, outings to the beach or park, the holiday they’d gone on to Cornwall when Jason was still under the same roof. Happy memories before the hated memory thief happened along. 

Thrusting her hand into the bag, she pulled out the tiny blue leotard, shaking it out before passing it to her mother. Veronica knew from experience not to say, ‘Do you remember this, Mum?’ To do so would cause her mother’s eyes to grow dull as she worried at her memories trying to remember, wanting to please. They’d begin to glint with sparks of anger and frustration as she tried to place the item. So, instead Veronica said, ‘This is the first ballet leotard you bought me, Mum.’ 

‘Was it? I don’t remember that.’

‘It was. It’s so small, isn’t it?’

Margo nodded and stroked the fabric, a look of wonder on her face.

‘Shall I tell you a story, Mum?’

Margo’s expression was distant. She was lost in her own world holding the leotard to her cheek as Veronica began to talk. 









