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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    Dear diary, oh how I’ve waited years to write that. Me, Carole Harding, writing a diary at the age of fifty, well, fifty and two days. By the way it’s Carole with an e, very important the e. When I say I have waited years to write a diary, that is not quite correct. I have started several times over the last ten years but I have never had anything to say, but now my life has changed so much I have tons to write about. The thing is, though, I have a problem calling you ‘diary’. I need to give you a name so that you become a friend, and I will find it a lot easier to confide in you. Now let’s think, Fred, Jim, Jack – no, I have known too many of them. G and T would be ideal but every time I write it I would want one, that’s no good. Something fab and glam, but not as glam as me. Colette sounds good; I knew a Colette once, very glam but short with bad skin. So Colette, I bet you can’t wait for me to get started, so much to tell after five years living here in Tenerife, so many neighbours to talk about. First of all you need to know about me: like I said, fifty and two days; what a fab birthday party the boys – that’s Peter and Paul – gave me, more about them later. How could two people go through so much moisturiser, I think they keep Boots in business. Perhaps it really does soak in as they do seem to get bigger by the day. Well, Colette, I’ve been here on the island of Tenerife for five years, I’m divorced, hubby Steven got caught with a prostitute, oh how people felt sorry for me. I was just relieved that slow boring part of my life was over. Twenty-two years of holidays in Scotland in a twelve-foot caravan in a field at the bottom of a hill near Oban, getting bitten alive by midges, a far cry from the Canaries. More about the life I had with Steven later. When the whole divorce thing was over, that’s when life for Carole started.


    First, when the divorce came through, I moved in with Uncle Jim; he was my only living relative; likewise I was his. I had looked in on him twice a week for many years doing his shopping and cleaning for him, so once my house was sold it seemed the best thing to do. I knew I would inherit the house when Jim died and just thought I would continue working at the Co-op in Bedminster, Bristol. Little did I ever dream what actually would happen when dear old Jim did die eighteen months later. Jim died of a heart attack at the old folk’s club he went to several afternoons a week. It was a nice funeral: lots of his club chums were there; a nice service and cremation then back to Jim’s for ham sandwiches and Victoria sponge. Jim would have been so happy with it and deep down I believe he wanted to die, he had given up since his wife died six years before. He did not want to get to the stage where he had to have everything done for him. I really think there is something in us which makes us just switch off for good.


    Three weeks later I had a meeting with Jim’s solicitors to sort out the will. I was aware the house was going to be mine as Jim had told me that for many years, so on a wet Wednesday afternoon off I went. Mr Burton, the solicitor, was a nice chap; his late father and Jim’s went to school together. I just thought it would be so straightforward; the house would be signed over to me and life would carry on; a holiday each year, not bloody Scotland in that caravan, perhaps abroad as I had never been out of the UK. Then there would be a new frock from Debenhams each Christmas for the staff party. Oh, Colette, I could write pages on Co-op staff parties, especially about 1978; Fran Tully and the canteen table, such a lucky girl. Back to Mr Burton who explained that the little terrace house and all the money in Jim’s bank accounts were to be mine. I was hoping there would be a few thousand so I could redecorate and perhaps have a new kitchen; four grand would do all the things I would want to do. Then Mr Burton’s tone seemed to change. I was a bit nervous. He asked me if I had any idea what Jim had in the bank. I said ‘Probably not a lot.’ Like me he worked for the Co-op as a butcher. Then I was certainly not ready for what he had to say next; he said, ‘Mrs Harding, Jim has left you just over two million pounds in his will.’


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    


    Three days had passed since I had been given the news about Jim’s will. I just couldn’t face going to work. I phoned and said I had a stomach upset. I just needed time for it to sink in; I knew my life would never be the same. How was I going to cope with all that money? I only needed four to five thousand, a new kitchen and a bit of decorating, it was only a two bedroom terrace house. My job was a job. I never wanted a career since my divorce; I was just happy to plod on and be able to please myself. These last few months had been great, no Steven and having to listen to all his opinions on how the country should be run and which way around Scotland we would be pulling that bloody caravan, all just to come back and tell people how many miles we had done. He never told people it rained every day. Oh, how I hated that caravan.


    I know how sorry my friends felt for me after the prostitute saga, and they treated me as if I was a victim. Actually I felt the complete opposite, quite relieved, and that was long before I inherited the money and the house.


    The one thing I was a hundred per cent certain about, was life was going to change forever. It’s me, me me, but where do I start? Friends know how I inherited the house, and like me I don’t think they would guess there was any money. Looking through all the paperwork in the house I found out the money was a lottery win back in the 1990s. It’s so sad Jim had all this money but never spent it. I owe it to Jim to spend it wisely, and I decided not to tell anyone until I was sure what I was going to do.


    Well, Collette, from that moment on there is so much to tell you and I remember every detail, five years of life, love and the odd bit of lust. Don’t get too excited, not a lot of lust on my part, but the friends and people I’ve met, that’s a different story. But, Collette, I feel I should tell you more about my life up to the age of forty-five but it was so boring, my marriage, my time at the Co-op; not forgetting the two years when I left the Co-op and went to work in a hotel. Now that is a completely different life. Oh where can I start the past? My appearance for starters. Pre-Tenerife friends said I looked like Thora Hurd’s daughter in The Last of the Summer Wine; dear Glenda with hair up, tweed skirt below the knee, blouses up around my neck, sensible shoes and a nice beige raincoat, not a bit of colour in sight let alone any cleavage. How I changed that look. No more grey mousey hair but red, red, red. Yes, Collette, the day the hair changed was the most exciting thing I ever did in my life up to that point. There are things to fill you in with before I get to that point. Oh Carole, stop rushing on.


    Back to first getting the money. To cut a long story short, June, my friend who worked in Barrett’s shoe shop and her sister April – incidentally there was another sister, and she was called May. I always wondered if that was the months they were conceived or born. The two of them were going on holiday to Tenerife and asked if I would like to go with them. They thought it would do me good, what with the divorce and Jim dying it would be just the job. I didn’t have to be asked twice. Los Cristianos here I come. How exciting to be going abroad on an aeroplane, anybody would think I was five years old not forty-five.


    June had booked a two bedroom apartment, just up the hill from the town, with a pool, shared with eleven other apartments. Two whole weeks of sunshine was just what I needed. Little did I know how this holiday would change my life forever.


    The flight was fab. I can’t believe I had gone all my forty-five years and never flown. We were sat waiting to get off the plane and something seemed to tell me life would never be the same, and when I stepped off the plane – the heat and the smell – I just felt so good. We arrived at the apartment about two a.m. so it was dark and not a lot to look at. We all grabbed a few hours’ sleep and later that morning we went out for breakfast, and to the local supermarket to do a big shop. People in the streets seemed happy and you did not feel intimidated. I thought to myself that if I dropped my purse someone would pick it up and give it back not run off with it. At that moment I said to myself that I want long hair. Yes, Carole, hair just like the person I always wanted to look like. I wanted the look of Rula Lenska from the moment I first saw her in Rock Follies back in the seventies. She had it all. Up to now I wouldn’t have dreamt of ever dyeing my hair. No more Glenda from Last of the Summer Wine, but a very sexy Rula. Well, Collette, it did not happen then; the hair came a little later. The holiday was great. June, April and myself got on so well, we laughed from the moment we got up to the time we went to bed. If anyone had asked me what did you do on holiday, I really would not be able to answer as the time went so quickly. We lay in the sun all day, went for a meal in the evenings and that was it. I seemed to get confidence from somewhere; was it that there was no husband who had everything planned and I was not able to think for myself? I felt so good.


    Holiday over and back to the dear old Co-op, everyone was saying how well I looked and how different I seemed to be. But what I was so aware of was I still looked like Glenda. The Co-op era was coming to an end for me, not that I had told anybody and still no one knew about the money. That first week back seemed so confusing, what was I going to do with my life? Just colouring my hair would not change everything. There had to be bigger changes. Then I decided to ask if I could take some unpaid leave as I had to come to terms with the divorce and Jim’s death. My manager said I could have as long as I needed which made me feel bad as deep down I knew I was never going back, but the sixty million dollar question was what was I going to do with my life, and even more how was I going to do it?


    The world was my oyster and I did not ever have to work again, so if that was the case I did not need to live in Bristol where my job was, but if I was not working what would I do with my life? I was not the type for sitting doing nothing. I needed to get away and have a holiday by myself so I could think and make plans. ‘Where could I go,’ I thought, and then I said there is only one place, ‘Tenerife’.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    


    Well, Collette, I arrived back in Tenerife all by myself to do one week of thinking and sorting out what Carole Harding was going to do with the rest of her life. The one thing I was a hundred per cent sure of was that it was going to change big time. I stayed in the Flower May hotel which had two hundred rooms, a couple of pools and a plunge pool and sunbathing terrace on the roof twelve floors up with views right over Los Cristianos. The first day I had my breakfast and went onto the roof terrace with a book, a good Jackie Collins. It got to one thirty in the afternoon and it suddenly dawned on me I had not spoken to anyone since last night when I had dinner in the hotel restaurant. I felt so good.


    On the way back to the sun lounger after having another plunge in the pool, I stood and looked over the town. I could see for miles and I found myself not looking towards the sea and the harbour but the apartments, all the little groups of them, some twenty or thirty, others just four or eight. I could see the little pools and the roof terraces. I could see me...yes, Collette, this was going to be Carole’s new life. But how do I get it? How do I start on this adventure? What do I do with the old life? Can I just walk away from it? There’s Uncle’s house; that’s the only real commitment I have, and I think the Co-op will still be there even if I’m not. Back to the sun lounger and dream. A good friend once said to me I live in Carole’s world, and I replied what’s wrong with Carole’s world? From where I am now, Carole’s world is looking fab, fab, fab.


    After dinner in the hotel I went for a walk, and I wound my way down the hill looking through the gates of apartments and villas. When I got to the shops I decided to buy a notepad. As I was taking the pad off the shelf I put it back as it looked cheap. This was a new start and I wanted a good pad so I picked up a nice, shiny blue covered one, let’s start as I mean to carry on. As I was coming out the shop I walked past the hair dye. The time was still not right; the old life had to finish first, back to the hotel and the room for more dreams.


    The next day over breakfast I wrote a list of things to get sorted. Top of the list was how much would an apartment cost, were there any English speaking estate agents, what type of property I wanted. This is where the dreaming starts. Two bedrooms and lots of outside space. It had to be a very modern home, not a Glenda house, but one suitable for a fiery red-haired rock folly who intended to live life to the max. Collette, hold on, you’re in for a fun read. I found a couple of estate agents but they were very pushy and I felt very intimidated, but the next one I went to was a nice English lady from Bradford who had lived on the island for ten years. The thing with Barbara was she listened to me as I told her what I was looking for and the life I wanted to live and how scared I was. She was great and suggested we look at apartments in gated complexes which sounded just great. We went and looked at about six complexes where some had more than the one apartment for sale. She did not talk me into any of them. If anything she talked me out of them, which was good. Barbara has become a good friend over the years and I now do the odd day a week for her in the office, which I really enjoy. More about her and our nights out later. I must remember to tell you the story of Gran Canaria; this is the story of the best day of my life, one which I think will never be repeated.


    Late in the afternoon we went to see another apartment. It was in a block of sixteen, four stories high in a gated complex. The minute we drove in I knew it was for me. Barbara could tell by my face I was going to have it before I’d even seen the apartment inside; she’d only had to point out which one it was and her job was done. Barbara did not have a key as we were meeting someone who lived there and was looking after it for the seller. The person we met was Jeremy (more about him later). He gave me the creeps but did wait outside while I looked around. To say he waited outside was an understatement. Barbara had closed the door behind her as we went in. We both had a laugh about it and to tell the truth he has always been nervous of her ever since. The apartment was great: two bedrooms, a bathroom, and a big open-plan living, dining and kitchen, and best of all a nice big balcony. The apartment was the first one on the top floor – the penthouse! Number one. That said it all for me as I felt like it was time to treat myself as number one. The price was right and Barbara would get everything sorted with the owners and the solicitors. ‘You’ve done it,’ Barbara said, ‘No, we’ve done it,’ I said.


    Back in England I had lots to do while the apartment was going through. I was on a real mission. I knew I would not be taking anything with me apart from a few sentimental things. It was a new life. I’d also bought all the furniture and white goods from the vendor. I was ruthless; ninety-nine per cent of my things went to the charity shop, including all the tweed skirts. My God where had this confidence come from? I had never bought a single piece of furniture in my life without getting stressed; now I was moving to another country and taking it all in my stride, things were moving at such a speed. I had to put Jim’s house on the market and tell my friend’s and workmates I was leaving. I had to create a story as there was no way I was going to tell anyone about the money.


    The story I made up was that I had been offered a job in an English supermarket in Tenerife. The Tenerife bit was true and, well I would be shopping in the supermarket. I was going to rent a flat until the house was sold. Quite a few people thought I was mad, but strangely the few friends I had and workmates who were in unhappy marriages wished me so much luck. It made me feel so good and there was never any doubt I was doing the wrong thing. Also there was a young couple who were interested in buying the house. They seemed such a nice couple I let them have it a bit cheaper. I knew the house would become a home and be loved, and that made me so happy.


    I was in constant touch with Barbara and things were moving on great, it was just a question of saying my goodbyes and going. I did not find it hard at all as I was so excited. I could not put into words how I was feeling. New home, new country, new me.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    Barbara had been great. Basically, all I had to do was sign papers. I trusted her with everything. The solicitor was English and I just let them get on with it. Barbara had booked me into a hotel about five minute’s walk away and all my belongings, well eight boxes, were arriving in a month’s time. Clothes? I hear you say – apart from new underwear from M & S, I had none. I was buying new for my new life: no more tweed, no more Glenda blouses. I was going to be a rock folly, well a redhead to start with. I got the key after about a week and moved in with no dramas, just started to live. I will say the dramas did come but they were not mine just everyone else’s in the block. Barbara kept in touch; we met for dinners and went shopping together. I had not told her about my money but I had told her that I wanted to change my image. She knew the ‘Glenda Rula’ story and thought it was so exciting and wanted to be part of it. We had so much fun buying clothes every time we went shopping it seemed to be a big event. I loved it, she was egging me on, ‘Try this,’ she would say, then end up buying it for herself.


    Now, Colette, the bit you have been waiting for. Yes, the hair day had arrived. I’d been on the island for a month and Barbara kept saying it’s hair time, and as much as I wanted to do it in some ways I was really scared. To let go of the last part of my old life was really difficult for me. My married life might have been miserable, but my time with Uncle Jim was good. OK, I was frumpy but happy, but it was time to say goodbye to my past, once and for all. Barbara knew I was nervous so she organised a day out for us and would not tell me a thing, just that I had to be ready for nine in the morning and to dress sensibly as we were going on a boat. I was so intrigued.


    She picked me up and we went to the harbour. Then a friend of hers called Colin was waiting with his little four-berth boat. On we got and it was great going around the coastline looking into the shore, then we went out a bit further and Colin opened some champagne which was great. After a while Barbara went below deck and came back with some carrier bags. I laughed as they were from the Co-op and God knows how she got them, but I had to open them one at a time. In the first one was a map of Scotland which I thought strange and asked what was I to do with it. Barbara said ‘Say goodbye to it and throw it in the sea,’ I said ‘You must be mad.’ Well, Colin was laughing and egging me on so I did it. The next one was a toy caravan, which was easy, I threw that as far as I could – I was never going in one of them again. I was getting more excited with each bag. The next was an umbrella, not a nice one like you have on the beach, but a black folded one for using in the rain. That went in the sea, no problem. Barbara said ‘You will have no use for that in Tenerife.’ Then we were all laughing. Well the next bag was no surprise. It was a piece of tweed and part of a silk blouse, which was so easy to get rid of. As much as I had loved my life I did want a new one. Finally, Barbara said ‘I have one more thing to do.’ She opened her handbag and took out a pair of scissors. She said ‘Don’t be scared, I just want you to cut a piece of your hair, only a little, and then you can really start living.’ I cut about two inches, only a small amount but it did make me feel good. All three of us were laughing as we went back to the harbour. It had been a lovely thing that Barbara had done.


    Once back on dry land I thought that was it, but as we got back to Barbara’s car she said that was just part one over with. I could not believe there was more but we drove to Las Americas and walked along the Main Street until we stopped at a very posh hairdresser. With that, she said, ‘Part two.’ Oh, I was not nervous any more, I just wanted to become Rula. The hairdresser, Amanda, had already been told what I needed doing and believe it or not Barbara had taken some photos of Rula off the internet. Between the three of us we came up with the perfect colour red. I’d never realised how many shades of red there were to choose from and soon the deed was done. Once the colour had taken it was time for Amanda to start cutting. There was not a lot to come off the length but it needed to be well thinned out and given a bit of shape. Four hours later we emerged from the hairdressers and I felt great. I was ready to start. There was no great plan to set the world on fire and no mountains to climb just to live the life I have always wanted. I have been so blessed since Jim’s death; if anything I wanted to be able to help other people, not in big ways but things like Barbara had done for me. ‘Come on Carole, stop looking at yourself in the shop windows we have part three to be getting on with.’


    ‘What next?’ I said.


    ‘We have to launch you on the world.’


    I laughed, ‘As if I was a ship?’


    ‘No, we are going to a restaurant opening tonight and you need a cocktail dress and some shoes, not forgetting a bag and some wild jewellery.’ It was a restaurant in which Barbara had been involved with the sale and there would be a lot of flash people there, how exciting. The shopping was great; we both bought dresses and shoes and felt fab. Barbara dropped me home and arranged to meet me at eight o’clock. I should have been tired but I was not, I felt like I was eighteen all over again. Perhaps, in a funny way I was, it was a new start.


    The party was great, I was introduced to loads of people and had a wonderful time. This was the first of many parties and many great nights out. I have a lot to thank Barbara for and I know she knows I appreciate all she has done for me.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    I settled into my new life in the apartments very quickly. A lot of my time was spent on my balcony observing everything and more importantly everyone. Most people had introduced themselves to me and everyone on the surface seemed very nice. There was the odd exception, one being Jeremy who was married to Felicity. I did not trust him further than I could throw him. He owned four apartments but gave the impression he owned all sixteen. He was so nosey and wanted to know all my business and everyone else’s come to that. Colette, more on him and his Barbie wife and how I managed to put him down later. I do believe it was my proudest moment on the island, come to that one of the proudest moments of my life. I do think changing my hair colour has given me so much confidence.


    Other people living in the complex have been very genuine. I’m on the top next to the boys, Peter and Paul, P and P as I call them, two of the biggest bitch queens you will ever meet but they treat me like a princess and would do anything for me. I have started to have the odd gin and tonic with them and going out for some meals. It’s great to see them in action trying to impress young Spanish men and getting nowhere. They both seem to wear clothes a few sizes too small and they do get some funny looks. Next to them is Victoria. She’s a model in England and only stays here a couple of times a month but seems very nice. Then, next to her on the other end are Jeremy and Felicity.


    The next row down, and under me, is Riley, a young lad who works in the hotel industry. I do feel like I’m his mother sometimes but that’s not a bad thing, as I believe we will be good friends for life. He has taught me a lot about how the younger generation live their lives, some good, some not so good. Next to him is Mandy and Martin, this pair keep their cards very close to their chest. Not really two of my favourite residents, my mother would call him Jack the Lad, I could think of a few other names. I don’t think he would do me any harm, but he is only looking out for himself, and God help anyone in his way. The apartment next to them is Nadean. A very sad story comes with this lady, someone who had everything and lost it all by making one mistake. I do feel sorry for her, and there by the grace of God it could have been any one of us. Next to her is one of Jeremy’s that he rents out. Down to the next row and under Riley is Hamilton, an accountant who travels the world. From the outside it looks like he has everything but the more I see and talk to him the more I realise he’s probably the wealthiest out of everyone living here, but in so many ways he’s the poorest, it’s very sad. Following along the row is Pablo who is so sexy and flirts with me every time I see him, but saying that he actually flirts with every woman and he does not mean anything by it. I do like him and if ever I feel a bit down a hello from him will make me feel better. When Barbara comes over she is always looking out for him. Next to Pablo is Rosa, a lovely Spanish girl who has had it so hard all her life with no one to guide her in the right direction. She has just been used so I just hope her life will turn itself around. All she needs is love, not just a man and money but love. Next to Rosa is another one owned by Jeremy. The final row, and on ground level are all the oldies, and I do mean that in a nice way. Under Hamilton are Robert and Dorothy, a retired couple who are the nearest to me in attitude and life. We have had similar lives back in England, and count our blessings that we are in a great place in our lives and are here to make the most of it. Across from them are the Robinson family whose apartment is used just for holidays. They don’t rent it out but a lot of their extended family stay so it is never really empty. Now to the final apartment. It’s the dancing divas Dolly and Nicolas, both in their seventies but they live their lives as if they are in their twenties, and to be honest I think they have more energy than anyone else on the complex. They have a little dog called Toby. Dolly and Toby’s calling in life seems to be to give Jeremy as much grief as they can. They are next to Jeremy’s last apartment and don’t we know it.


    That, as they say Colette, is that. All sixteen, all so different, and all looking for different things from life. Not forgetting the ones trying to hide or run away from something, and many trying to find something or someone. I cannot believe there is so much going on in so many lives in such a small place. The stories that I will be telling you are sad, funny and most of all interesting. We might not agree with these people but who are we to judge?


    After being here a few weeks I started to get into a routine. The only thing I wished I could do was sleep late, but I was finding it hard as all my life I was programmed to get up early, it did not matter how late I went to bed I was always up before seven thirty. I do have the odd nap during the day in the sun of course. My day starts with coffee and some fruit and yogurt on my balcony, then about nine thirty I go to the pool for a swim and lay in the sun with my book. Usually I come back up for some lunch about one thirty, normally a salad. Then I might nip to the supermarket or just go back to the pool. There is a nice shady tree with a bench underneath. P and P have told me the residents refer to it as Carole’s surgery, as everyone seems to come and tell me their problems on it. I must say if I go down in the afternoons and someone is already sat on it, I do get a bit cross. Colette, if only that tree could talk or the bench, I think it is the gossip that keeps the tree alive, I would be lost without either of them, and some of my happiest times are spent under that tree. Not just because of the gossip but that people come to me and trust me with their problems, I find that so very touching. I had never repeated anything I’d ever been told until I started to write this diary. Colette, I really believe writing this is going to help me to help them sort out their lives.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    It was just a normal day. I’d been for a little walk, the weather was a bit cloudy, I’d had a salad for lunch and the sun was starting to come through the clouds so I had decided to go down by the pool. I’d just bought a new book and thought I would start it under the tree. The pool was quiet, and only a young couple who were staying in one of Jeremy’s apartments were swimming and sunbathing and keeping themselves to themselves. Every time I sit under that tree and look out over the pool I thank God I’m such a lucky person. I was just settling down for a couple of hours of love and lust in my book, when the boys Peter and Paul called over to me to see if I wanted to go for a little walk that meant stopping at a handful of bars. I said no and they were OK with that and as I watched them walk away down the hill I thought about them and the lives they led together and apart. Collette, I think the time has come for me to start to tell you a little about the people who live in the apartments. My diary is not all about me, my past and my dreams, it is about this new family that have come into my life, ones I like a lot, ones who are OK and the ones I love and have become so very close to. It makes sense to start with P and P as they are the ones who I spend most of the time with.


    Dearest Collette, I really don’t know where to start with these two, I suppose it makes sense to start at the beginning. P and P live in the apartment next to me so it was only a matter of time before I had to put something in my diary about them. Fun, loving and happy are just three words to describe them, but there are other words as well like vicious bitches which also sums them up, but I must say not to me. I am treated with lots of love, care and respect and have not had the misfortune of their sharp tongues. I’m their ‘fag hag’, I believe is the correct term, but I do not worship them or take any of their crap. Most of all I don’t take sides when they are arguing, and God do they argue. No violence, just verbal.


    I first met them on the day I moved in when they invited me to dinner on the first night, and we have been eating together a couple of times a week ever since, and it’s fabulous most of the time. Even though we are all about the same age as each other, they keep me young, but trying to keep themselves looking young is a twenty-four seven job, and to be honest it doesn’t always work. They are always on diets but they forget to stop the booze. They don’t think there are any calories in gin and tonic and they do love their g and t.


    A little bit on their pre-Tenerife lives: Paul was a civil servant. He was in charge of schools for one of the country’s biggest cities, and he took early retirement at fifty. Peter on the other hand worked in retail and most of his working career was spent with House of Fraser, but when Paul retired with a good pension Peter gave up work at the same time. They sold up in England and moved out here and have never worked since. Paul looks after the money, and he is one of the tightest people I have ever met: he uses a tea bag three times and the only things he will spend money on are young Spanish boys in their twenties; oh, he does like his sex. Peter just goes along for the ride and to make sure he does not buy a too expensive rent boy. I am not supposed to know of their little visits or visitors so we never talk about those things, they must think I am blind and deaf come to that.


    When I first arrived they were like tour guides for me, showing me the best supermarkets and pointing out the best ways of getting from A to B and the nicest restaurants and bars, I will always be so grateful to them for that. They have also helped with a lot of DIY and made my apartment very glamorous, and sort of restyled me, for the better I must say. I do seem to spend a lot more time with Peter as Paul is always out and about walking, or should that be cruising? Both of their cooking skills leave a lot to be desired, but they always give the impression that their dinner parties are famous. If only they knew what friends say about the food: they are famous for serving bad meals.


    There is a story of one of their dinner parties where all eight people including themselves got food poisoning; it was before my time. What happened was they were trying to impress two young hairdressers who had just moved to the island, and invited two other gay couples who ran businesses. Peter was out to impress so he decided to push the boat out. He would not let Paul get involved with the cooking; he was cooking fish not something he was used to and guess what he did, or didn’t do: the sea bass was raw in the middle. That night every one of them was ill, it was the talk of the gay scene for months and is still mentioned all these years later. Not a good first impression and working in the salon the hairdressers told the story for ages to clients. Each one blamed the other. Peter said it was the drinks that Paul was pouring and not the fish. They have since got a reputation for only serving up roast chicken every time now, which gets people gossiping. With me they do experiment but everything is overcooked which I don’t have a problem with.


    Paul has also got the reputation of trying to do everything on the cheap. One evening when Paul was out visiting one of his young Spanish friends, Peter and myself had a bit too much to drink and he let slip a story of when they lived in England. Paul had decided he fancied going on a gay cruise ship, he thought it would be fun with sex on tap. Peter agreed to go and they bragged about it for months before they went. They were in the local gay pub the night before the cruise, friends wished them a happy holiday, off they went to Southampton then the disaster happened. There was no cruise, in fact there was no such ship. It was one big con, all because Paul was doing things on the cheap, Peter said they were a laughing stock for years. Paul is not aware I know this story. I often think of it and have a good chuckle, him losing money. I’m surprised he did not have a heart attack with the shock.


    The boys have been very good to me and I really don’t think I would have settled into life on the island so easily if it had not been for them. Through them I have met a lot of people who have become very good friends. There are times when they can get on my nerves but I just have a break from them and go out by myself. Paul keeps a lot to himself and only lets you know what he wants you to know. For quite a long time I didn’t know much about their lives in England, but when they have had a fallout and Paul goes out clubbing and Peter stays home and comes knocking on the door with the gin bottle and a Shirley Bassey CD, I know I’m in for a bit of gossip. Like on the night they first met, Peter met Paul in a pub, one thing led to another and Peter went back to Paul’s house. They went up to the bedroom and on the bedside table were the leftovers of some fish and chips, still in their paper not even on a plate. That was bad enough, but it was not the end of the story. They met five days later and the same fish and chips were still there. Peter was disgusted and has had to clean up after him ever since. It’s the same with Paul’s clothes. If Peter didn’t put them in the wash they would never get washed and he would just keep on wearing them over and over again.


    Paul is a lot more complex than Peter, and although he is a very good friend I have never got to the core of him. Peter has told me a lot about his past and their time together, but nothing about Paul’s past before they met. I’ve never been able to quite put my finger on it, but I’ve always sensed that something major happened before they met. I sometimes wonder if even Peter actually knows what happened, but whatever it was it’s made Paul the person he is today. With a lot of the people in the apartments I have been so eager to find out their secrets and gone out of my way to encourage them to tell me, but with Paul I am willing to wait as I think it is so deep it might not be a good thing for him to talk about. It could cause more harm than good and the last thing I want to do is upset a very good friend.


    One day Paul came over to ask me to look after their plants as they were going back to England for a few days because Peter’s mother was not well. Nothing unusual about this as they do pop over quite a bit. They had been gone about five days when Paul phoned to say they would be staying another week or so as Peter’s mother had died and there was quite a bit to sort out plus the funeral. My heart went out to both of them, especially Peter.


    Ten days later Paul came back but Peter was staying for another couple of weeks to sort his mum’s house out with his sister. It had obviously been very upsetting for Paul, and over the first few days of him being back we had eaten together quite a lot and he was not himself, but I got the impression it was not the grieving that was upsetting him but something a lot deeper. I didn’t feel it was my place to ask. The funny thing about it was he was normally such a bitch criticising everyone but that had gone and he had lost his get up and go. Also, anytime Peter was away in England visiting his mum Paul would be out cruising for Spanish men, but he had hardly left the apartments which was so out of character. With most of my friends if they were behaving like this I would start to get worried but not this time as I knew he would work it out. But I really wish there was some way I could help, but the best I could do was to be there for him if he needed me.


    It was about a week after he came back when we were both invited to a little drinks party. It was early in the evening and would only go on for a couple of hours. I persuaded him to go. The party was for a couple who were celebrating their golden wedding. Bob and Angela, who we have known for a few years, were being taken out for a family meal and the drinks party was before, so we knew we would not be late which suited us both. Paul did perk up a bit and looked as if he was enjoying himself, the only drink available was champagne which neither of us complained about and in fact we had the odd glass too much. Once the party was over we decided to go for a meal to a nice Italian restaurant down in the harbour which was really nice. Paul was more like his old self which was good. We walked back and stopped in a bar on the way back for a g and t. We finally got home about nine o’clock which was very early for us as we were usually only just going out then. We decided as we had been on the champagne that we would open another bottle. I had one in the fridge for emergencies, so we sat on the balcony and watched the sun go down. I mentioned that we had had a really nice day and about how good it was to see him getting back to his old self. With that he looked at me and said it wasn’t the death of Peter’s mother that had upset him but something from way back in his past. I told him he didn’t need to say anything as it wasn’t any of my business, but he said he would like to talk about it, in fact he needed to talk about it.


    Paul started, ‘I have never talked about my family or my life before Peter as I have never come to terms with it. When I was six my father left my mother. I never really knew why, until I was sixteen when she told me. Up to then we had a great life together and I felt I didn’t miss out on anything as a child. I’ve never seen my father again and that was not a problem. He moved to America and died in the early eighties. My mother did tell me he sent her money so we never went without. Mum worked hard, she seemed to get over him very quickly I thought, but just after my sixteenth birthday she sat me down and told me why he had gone. I think she thought I would take things she was going to tell me quite badly, and she was very worked up about it.’


    ‘“The thing is, Paul, the reason your father left was not because he did not love you, he did and said he still actually loved me, but he also loved someone else and that the someone was a man. You see, Paul, your father was gay and he thought like a lot of gay men that if they got married things would change, but they did not and in the end he gave in to his feelings and left us for him. He was a soldier in the American Army. I could never forgive him and you should not either Paul.”’


    ‘The thing is I could forgive as I knew he did the right thing. He was honest to himself and did not want to live a lie, a lot of things from my past started to make more sense, some were very funny like the time Larry Grayson took over from Bruce on The Generation Game, we were not allowed to watch it anymore, and I could never understand why, it all made sense now as my mum was so anti-gay. Whenever someone famous was outed in the press she would get on her high horse and be so disgusted with them, I used to say to her how can you suddenly stop liking them just because they’re gay and she would always go off on one, it all became so clear. The other thing it highlighted was deep down I knew I was gay and did not have a problem with it, but how could I tell her? She had her heart broken once, how could I let that happen again? To have a gay husband then a gay son would destroy her. As I got older and was working I moved away from home. My job was a good one and she was so proud of me, so I basically lived two lives and it worked out very well for many years. I had all my gay friends, but once I went home it was just plain and simple as everything revolved around the family including aunts, uncles, and cousins. In the back of my mind I knew the two lives had to meet at some point and I was dreading it, the relationship with my mum would have to change, it would never be the same.


    ‘The day did finally come. It was not a bit like I had planned it. I had not been home for about six weeks because I had met a lad called James and we just wanted to be with each other all the time, the thought of being away from each other over the weekends was too much to bear, so I just did not bother to go home. I was still phoning and everything seemed fine but one Sunday morning the doorbell rang. We were in bed and I just didn’t bother to answer it, but the next thing I knew my bedsit door was opening; it was my mum and she caught us at it. She went from a very smart middle- aged woman to a distraught old woman in seconds. James got dressed and left quickly as he understood all too well and his parents didn’t know he was gay either. After he went she would not talk to me for ages. I tried to explain but she was having none of it. I had destroyed her world. As far as she was concerned I was out to hurt her which was the last thing on my mind. I had hidden it for so many years and the last thing I wanted was to hurt her. Over the next few weeks I went home every weekend, and even took some holidays. It was so hard, she kept telling me all she could see was my father; she was reliving and feeling all the hurt he had caused her all over again. I said I wished things could be different and being gay was not something I’d chosen, it was the way I was and there was nothing I could do about it. I tried to explain I wasn’t going to live a lie like my father had. I wouldn’t hurt a woman like my father had hurt her. I thought she’d understand. She should have understood but just didn’t. That following year we saw less and less of each other and one day a letter arrived. I recognised the writing, it was from my mum and basically she said it would be best for everyone if I did not come home any more. How could she do that, how could she just give me up the boy she had given birth to? It was not my choice to be gay. It took years for me to get my life together and it was not until Peter came along and took control of me that I began to get some confidence in my personal life, and Carole, as you well know, he is more like my mother and father than my partner. I owe him so much, God knows where I would be if it were not for him and what I do know is I don’t show him the respect he deserves. Peter’s mother’s death has brought it all home to me, but I will snap out of this, and within weeks the bitch in me will be back and I think because of this she will be a lot worse, God help anyone who crosses me.


    ‘Come on, Carole, help me snap out of it. I’m sure Peter must have another bottle of champagne in the apartment somewhere. Let’s get pissed, or should I say more pissed. Apart from Peter I have never spoken of my past to anyone else. I somehow manage to block it out and it never really comes to the surface much, only every few years or so that’s all.’


    Paul left about two thirty in the morning and it must have been at least five o’clock before I got to sleep, I was in no doubt it was one of the saddest stories I had heard since living here. I know now why he is so bitter and why he can be so nasty to people. I do think Peter has a lot to put up with and I’m sure even without asking Peter he will have tried to sort it all out. I just wish there was something I could do to help. But if a mother turns her back on her son things must be very bad.


    Well, Collette, in a very strange way writing the boy’s story and seeing it on paper has given me the need to keep going, and the great thing about you is that, Collette, you are like me, you listen. I wonder what you would say if you could write back, oh, Carole, don’t go there. I have always believed the money I inherited from Jim was not just for me, it’s there to help people, not in a big way like building houses or equipment for hospitals, but like me when I moved to Uncle Jim’s after I got divorced, it’s people who need help sorting out their lives just like I did, that’s what I want to do. In fact, that’s just what I’m going to do.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    I’d been living here for about four months when one day just like most days I went to the pool, I had a swim, dried off in the sun for about an hour then I came over and sat under the tree for a bit of shade. I read a few pages of my book and like I’ve said, every day since I’ve been here life is very good, I’m a very lucky person all thanks to uncle Jim.


    As I sat reading I saw Nadean walking towards the pool. It crossed my mind that there must be something wrong, as it was only ten thirty. Now the thing is, Collette, our starlet Nadean Foxtrot doesn’t normally get out of her bed until at least three in the afternoon, then it takes a good hour to put the face on, but I could see she was in a hurry. I was being a bit nosey and thinking what was she up to, then she opened the little gate to the pool. Well I’d never seen her anywhere near the pool alone, only if she had her grandchildren staying.


    ‘Morning, Carole’


    ‘Hello, Nadean what brings you out so early this morning?’ Now she was closer I could see she wasn’t wearing her usual make up, just the big dark sun glasses. God this women looks old, she’d told P and P she was fifty-nine, but I’d already worked out she must have been at least sixty-five more like seventy, and today she looked it without the makeup. Oh how good she must have looked thirty-five years ago with the long blonde hair, the slim figure, and not forgetting those boobs.


    ‘I need to talk, Carole, when you look at me it’s so different to the way other people look at me; you seem to look deep inside my soul. You know don’t you, Carole, you know my story, all about my past and the scandal, but why haven’t you ever said anything. When I meet someone for the first time and they remember me and my past, they always bring up the scandal, but you remember it too and never mention it.’


    ‘It’s none of my business, Nadean’


    ‘But, Carole, you’re so interested in everybody’s life and what’s going on, so why have you never asked me about it? Why haven’t you told anyone? God, if P and P only knew they would dine out on it for years, it’s exactly what two gossiping queens would love, they’d turn me into a tourist attraction. But, Carole, you don’t seem to gossip about anyone, and yet there is so much happening in these apartments, how do you manage to keep it all to yourself?’


    If only she knew about you, Collette. To be honest, and if I didn’t tell you, I probably would be a big gossip and then no one would tell me a thing.


    I can remember quite a lot about Nadean’s story, but it must have been thirty years ago and the things I do remember were written by the press and everyone knows how unreliable they can be. ‘Like I said Nadean, it’s your business not mine’


    ‘But Carole, I need to tell you what really happened. Other people judge me but I know you won’t. I just need to talk about it, things have been kept secret for too many years, some of what they wrote in the papers was the truth, but there were things that the press didn’t find out, there are things no one knows, Carole, things I need to share. I’m not that glamorous actress any more. I’m an old lady living a secret life, always wondering if people are looking and talking about me. I want to end my days happily, and not worrying about what people are saying and thinking about me. Please Carole, will you help me to become me, you won’t judge me I know that, Carole, I need a friend.’ I could understand where she was coming from.


    ‘Of course I will Nadean, talk to me, tell me it all, and let’s see if I can help you.’


    ‘Well, Carole, I was born into a very good and happy family; my dad was a plumber and he worked long hours to give us everything our family would need, we always had a holiday each year and my mum kept a happy and loving home. From a very early age I loved to sing and dance and family and friends seemed to enjoy me entertaining them. I went to the local dance school from the age of five, Hilda Richard’s Angels, but we were far from being angels. My parents weren’t a bit pushy and were happy to see me enjoying myself. I was very aware from an early age, perhaps eight or nine, that I wanted to be in showbiz, exactly which part of the biz I wasn’t sure, singing, dancing, or acting, I just loved entertaining. Hilda and her Angels put on several shows during the year. When I was thirteen I got my first paid showbiz job dancing in the chorus of the town Christmas pantomime. It was great, I was mixing with real actors and actresses not just the local butcher and greengrocer pretending to be actors. Money was never my goal or being famous come to that, I just want to entertain, and be loved by the people who were watching me. I managed to get work as an extra in several films which was great as I learnt so much. I was like a sponge just soaking it all up. Much of our time was spent sitting around for hours waiting for the filming to start, but I just loved everything about the business. I mingled with actors, cameramen, directors and producers always asking lots of questions. I was so determined to be a successful actress.


    ‘When I first left school I worked in several shops and offices but my heart wasn’t in it, my acting roles caused lots of problems with my jobs, I was always needing to take time off for auditions, and my work as an extra, and my employers didn’t really approve. I became good friends with some of the other extras, there were three other girls in particular, we were all about the same age and seemed to work with each other all the time and we had such a laugh and met some great people. Their names were Helen, Karen, and Sharon. Karen was just like me (blond with big boobs), Helen was tall and thin and was a redhead, Sharon was quite plain and a little on the round side. We were always getting chatted up and slept with the odd actor now and again but we had no serious relationships. Every so often one of us would get a walk on part in a TV programme that would be so exciting, being on the telly was the real deal, and it was where we all wanted to be. Sharon got more jobs than the rest of us even though she was very plain and ordinary. That sounds bitchy I know but it’s true, but over a two month period she’d had six jobs. We joked with her they all involved her standing in queues, bus stops, bread shops, and the butchers, one of them was queuing up at the cinema. The funniest thing about that one was the film she was queuing for was one that we had all been in, it was just a quick shot of all three of us at a circus, it’s one of the only ones we’ve all been together in, it was so cold you could almost see us shivering. They were such happy times and so very long ago, how life has changed for us all, some good, but some not so well. Sharon made a good career for herself as a full-time extra, the last ten years she’s been in a well-known soap, she gets people recognising her all the time, ten years in one acting job but not one line spoken, not even a character name, but she’s so happy and content. I’m a bit jealous of her really but so very happy for her, she’s been such a good friend and when she comes over to Tenerife to see me we always have a great time.


    ‘I managed to get a job dancing on a Saturday night entertainment show. I had to sleep with an assistant producer of the show who I met at the audition to get the job but that’s showbiz. I didn’t like him one bit, he was smelly and overweight but I wanted the job. It lasted for twelve weeks and was so exciting, all the very famous singers and comedians were there, some of them from America, we were always getting chatted up and taken out for dinner and to clubs, it was such a wild three months. The party had to come to an end and job hunting had to begin again. I got the odd part in a few police dramas with the odd line here and there. I even had a whole page of dialogue in one. I was Rebecca Anne, a local prostitute who’d stolen a handbag. I decided that I loved the acting so much more than the dancing. For a start I didn’t have to keep myself so fit, or watch what I was eating, I could even have late nights, life was really good. I got myself an agent and went for loads of auditions but was not getting much work, but there was always the extras work which I enjoyed. Really, I wasn’t too proud to go back to it. You see you gained quite a lot of experience, like how camera angles work, makeup tips and how to take direction, very important.


    ‘My agent sent me for an audition for a new weekly television drama series, or as we call them, a soap. It was called The Village Green. A few famous actors had already been cast, but there were going to be quite a lot of unknowns, as it was so much cheaper to make using unknown actors. I was up for the part of a barmaid called Patrice. I was called back four times and had to do scenes with a few different actors to see if we gelled. Finally I got the part and I was so excited, prime-time television, this could really be the making of me. We started filming, six weeks later they’d given me a twelve month contract, I found it so easy once the character had been explained, I knew where the producers were taking my character over the next year and there were some great storylines to come in the latter part of the year. I seemed to get along with most people, when I was asked to do something I just got on with it, no diva moments, unlike one or two of them on set. The men were far worse than the women which had surprised me. The show was going out twice a week and had very good ratings. Now I was earning more money than I’d ever done before, so I managed to buy a little flat just a few miles from the television studios. This made my life so much easier. A lot of the cast were like me, they weren’t well known on television before The Village Green hit our screens, they found it difficult being recognised by the public all the time, but all my experience as an extra on set helped me a lot. I used to watch all the really famous actors and how they treated people, it was such a great learning curve, and I realised that if you were friendly and gave people a minute of your time that’s all they wanted. Unlike a certain actor who once when he was stopped by a fan and asked if he were Fred Beaumont, his character’s name, would always say ‘No, not today darling.’ He was so rude, had he forgotten who he was working for? The general public were the ones paying his wages and without them he was nothing. Life was so good, I’d had good write-ups in the press, did lots of interviews, the fans loved me, the producers loved me, and when they said ‘jump’ I would say how high?


    ‘We were about ten months into filming The Village Green when some scandal hit the papers. One of the main actors who already had a reputation for drinking and womanising was in a high profile London nightclub. He was very drunk and chatting up a very pretty girl who turned out to be an undercover journalist for a Sunday newspaper. He then proceeded to tell her the storylines for the next couple of months, which didn’t go down well with everyone involved in the show. He was sacked of course but we all suffered a lot because whole new storylines had to be written and it affected characters that he was connected to. He came back to do three weeks’ filming and didn’t get a very good reception from crew or cast. We’d all had to do so much extra work because of his antics, people’s holidays and days off were cancelled. There was a lot of press coverage about it which was good for the show in one way, but as you can imagine he stayed very quiet about it all, and just got on with it. The storyline to write him out of the show was to send him off to Australia to seek his fortune. As we had all the media’s attention, the producers wanted to make a big splash. They decided to film his departure at a real airport. This involved about six actors and a few days away from the studios. It sounded fun but little did I know how this would change my life forever.


    ‘We were staying in a very busy hotel not far from the airport, the filming went well and it was over within two days, but it was late when we finished the last scenes, some of the crew left and went home but two of the other actresses, Beatrice, Joan and myself went back to the hotel. We changed and went down for dinner. After the meal we went to the bar for a few drinks. Also staying at the hotel were a quite well-known football team who were flying out the next morning for a match in Spain. We loved the attention we were getting from the players. I wasn’t much of a drinker but that night I’d had far too many gin and tonics. The actor who’d been sacked who was the reason we were all here in the first place was also staying at the hotel that night. We carried on partying, one thing led to another and about nine of us all ended up in one of the footballer’s bedrooms. We were all very drunk and the inevitable happened. They were all fit young men, God did we fancy them. In the end I don’t know how it happened, it was just one big orgy. The next morning I felt sick and ashamed but the lads had already left for Spain. I’d got three days off to recover before starting back to work, and life carried on as usual for the next two weeks until the producers called me in for a meeting.


    ‘When I arrived there I didn’t recognise everyone in the room and felt very uncomfortable. Then they started to explain that they had photographs of that evening’s antics, and the full story of the orgy. It was given to them by a Sunday newspaper who was going to publish the story that weekend. Joan, Beatrice and myself were sacked on the spot for bringing down the reputation of The Village Green and they informed us that the story and photos were sold to the paper by the sacked actor, what sweet revenge for him. My life had come to an end. How could I have been so stupid, I would never work in television ever again, more to the point I don’t think I would ever get a job in the industry again, what would I do? If only that was the end of the matter, but my nightmare was only just beginning.


    ‘The press were relentless: they hounded all three of us and made the footballers lives hell. I was lucky in one respect as I managed to hide and only a few close friends knew where I was hiding. Helen was a good friend of mine and her mother lived in Devon on a smallholding miles from anywhere. It was a completely different environment for me. Although I was devastated I knew life had to go on and sitting around crying about it wasn’t the answer. I spent a lot of time helping Helen’s mum, Clare, with the animals and her two acres of vegetables. It was hard work but it kept me busy and my brain ticking over. The press had a field day with all of us; some of the footballer’s careers were finished for good, some of them were married and that was a lot more print worthy than three foolish actresses. Family and friends were offered a lot of money for stories and information on my whereabouts; thankfully they all stayed very loyal and didn’t say a word.


    ‘After a few weeks with Clare I started to feel different, my body felt strange and it wasn’t long before I realised why. It was Clare who guessed first, she was not one to mince her words and that’s what I liked about her. One morning we were having a coffee and I couldn’t face drinking it which wasn’t at all like me, I lived on the stuff. I’ve been known to have a dozen cups a day. I used to drink it to stop me eating. I always felt I looked fat on the telly and besides I loved the taste as I’ve never been a big tea drinker. Clare looked at me and just said she thought I could be pregnant. I knew she was right. She’d hit the nail on the head, I just needed someone else to tell me. Things were already bad enough but this made everything a million times worse. I don’t think I could ever imagine what was to come. Clare just put her mother’s head on; I suppose she thought I was a substitute for Helen. She made me an appointment with her doctor who was a really nice man and recognised me but didn’t make anything of it which made me feel very at ease. I had to concentrate on the baby now, but there were so many questions to be answered first. I had to conceal my identity even more, the doctor’s surgery was right in the centre of the village. I was bound to get recognised, then the press would really have a field day. I can see the headlines know, unwanted pregnancy, who’s the father, slapper actress in hotel orgy. I knew I would be safe and out of sight at Clare’s place, God help any journalist who put a foot on Clare’s land.


    ‘Back at Clare’s I had to answer some of the questions spinning around in my head, that’s if I could. The biggest question was who was the father. It definitely happened that night at the party in the hotel with the footballers. One of them must be the father, but which one? I had sex with three of them. I don’t remember using any protection, maybe they did I’m not sure. I knew their names, it had been plastered all over the newspapers, the whole sordid episode, pictures and all. Steve Johns, Lee Micelles, and Burt Cliff, one of them was the father but which one, two were married and one engaged to be married. Their partners obviously knew about the orgy, that’s if they still had partners, but I didn’t know that for sure. Then something in my head snapped. I didn’t want or need any of them to help me raise my child. My main purpose for the rest of my life would be to keep it a secret and raise this child alone with all the love it deserves.


    ‘My main concern is to keep me and the baby out of the press, as they’d soon put two and two together, and they would be right ‘It happened at the orgy’, what a story. I could sell my flat and pay Clare a rent. I’d be safe living here until the next actor, singer, or vicar’s sordid story makes the headlines. Then I would be old news, a nobody, life will be OK, or so I told myself, Clare didn’t have my confidence and if I was honest with myself I didn’t either, but I had to try. I owed it to the baby, to my baby.


    ‘The first time I had a doctor’s appointment I wore a wig and dark glasses. I think it caused even more people to look. For my next appointment I did it properly and dyed my hair brown. Everything was OK for the next seven months. I sold my flat and was getting on with my life. I did miss the acting but not the showbiz life. One morning on my way to the doctors I stopped at the post office to get some stamps and as I was coming out a man asked me if I was Nadean Foxtrot. It took me by surprise and I just walked off, then he proceeded to follow me. He said he was from a national newspaper and if I didn’t give him an interview they were going to print a story anyway. I just kept walking and didn’t say a single word, my instincts told me not to go back to Clare’s, he might not know I lived there, but as he caught up with me he said, “You can’t hide at the farm for the rest of your life,” so he already knew. It made sense to go back; at least Clare would get rid of him. All the way back he was saying “Whose baby is it?” and “Does the footballer know he’s going to be a father?” I so wanted to give him a piece of my mind, but the producers on The Village Green always told us just say nothing to the media and then they can’t twist your words. I was so glad when I got to the gate. I could see Clare at the front door. There was a man with a camera in the field opposite. ‘Just keep walking,’ I told myself, ‘You’re nearly there.’ Clare opened the door and we both went inside; the journalist didn’t come up to the door, he went over to the cameraman and they both sat on the gate. This was it, seven months of hiding was over, the world and their mother will find out my secret, and a couple of footballers will start having sleepless nights again. But I knew one thing for sure, my lips were sealed, I wouldn’t be selling my story to any newspapers, even though I didn’t have a penny to my name, my life is exactly that, my life.


    ‘Well as you can guess the story was printed, photos of the farm, Clare and even the dogs got in the paper, along with the list of the other people at the orgy. The one good thing was that the spotlight came off Joan and Beatrice. They were as much to blame for going as me but we were all good girls really. OK, we should have known better and I wish them all the best. There were nine photos of the footballers printed with a picture of me in the middle. Next to each of their names was a question mark with “Who’s the daddy?” written beside it. To my surprise one of the ones I thought it could have been wasn’t, there no photograph of Steve just Burt and Lee, why was that? He was definitely at the party and his name was mentioned when the story was first broken. As you can imagine the village was swarming with press, sightseers and even autograph hunters, but Clare and her close friends were so protective towards me. One close friend, Ruby, loved to send everyone on a wild goose chase. Some would walk for miles over fields and end up back where they started, and Ruby would be sat on the wall laughing. They were not amused as you can imagine, it’s one of the funny stories of the whole sorry scandal. There was the odd letter from solicitors representing some of the nine footballers but not Burt or Lee and still no mention of Steve, that’s who my money would be on, but like Clare said, on more than one occasion, was that because I wanted it to be him. Perhaps she was right, I could do a lot worse. It got to the point in the end when I had to put it to the back of my mind and get on with living.


    ‘Kevin was born and I just loved being a mum, he occupied much of my time and he was so spoilt of course. I wanted to do as much as I could to help Clare, she’d been so good to me and the smallholding was turning into a working farm with cows, sheep, pigs, chickens, and tons of vegetables. The odd story appeared in the papers now and then but the pressure was off. There were no more letters from solicitors representing footballers. I must admit I started to read the sports pages in the papers; a couple of the players were doing very well for themselves which I was pleased about. I didn’t want to meet any of them again, and certainly didn’t want anything from them. My life was nothing like I’d planned it but it was turning out to be a very good compromise. I loved the outdoor life and it was such a great place to bring up a child, and in the local town I got less and less attention from people. The odd shopkeeper used to joke with me and asked if I could get my name back into the papers again as it brought in more business for them. I just laughed it off. The old ladies loved looking in the pram because I think they were trying to see who Kevin really looked like. He had a lot of my features but had dark hair where I was naturally blond. I lost touch with all my so-called actor friends, but now I had great friends that I’d made here in the country. They were real friends, friends for life.


    ‘When Kevin was about seven mouths old I was opening my post and there was my bank statement. I had to look at it twice, there was a payment into the account of five hundred pounds. A couple of days later I went into the bank to find out where it had come from. After a lot of investigation they informed me it was paid into my account in a London branch three weeks earlier and that’s all they knew. I explained to the manager I didn’t have a clue where it was coming from. He told me to just leave it in my account for now and the bank would contact me if it was a mistake. I put it to the back of my mind and didn’t touch it just in case it was a mistake and would have to be paid back. When the next statement came it had happened again; this time two hundred and fifty pounds was credited to my account. I went back to the bank and went over it all again. Apparently, it was still coming from London but a different branch, but no one could tell me who was paying it in. Clare had the same thoughts as me and we came to the conclusion it was one of the footballers who thought Kevin was their son. That started me off again and I began looking to see which ones played for London clubs, but Burt, Lee and Steve all played outside of London. Lee was way up north, Steve and Burt in the Midlands. What was I going to do with the money? Investing it for Kevin seemed the best option just in case I had to give it back, then at least it would all still be there. This went on for years, never the same amount but always in the hundreds. Life on the farm was great. Kevin had a really happy childhood growing up in the country and when he started school we moved to a little two bed cottage about a mile from the farm. Everything was great, the business was getting bigger and the work got harder, Clare was great to work for and my showbiz life was just a distant memory, as time went on. I didn’t really miss it at all; the joy I got from watching Kevin grow up outweighed it a million times over. As Kevin got older he loved the farm just like me and had dogs and a pony. Life was perfect and the older he got the more I told him about my past, which never bothered him at all. I was starting to look very different now and very few people ever mentioned my past, and to be honest if they did it never really bothered me either.


    ‘As for the money going into the bank, that continued but I never spent a single penny of it. When Kevin was five years old the money went up dramatically, and some months there was up to nine hundred pounds; the only people who knew about it were the bank manager, Clare, and her daughter Helen. I was earning a reasonable wage so it wasn’t as if I needed any of it. Now and then I looked at the papers to see what the boys were up to but by the time Kevin was in his teens they were either coaching or managing other clubs, nothing high profile. They had really only ever been part of my life for a couple of drunken hours anyway so it really didn’t bother me anymore. Over the years I’d had a few dates and the odd relationship but never anything serious. I don’t think I wanted to commit to anyone, my son and I were a team and that suited me fine. Clare always said I was just hiding the fact that I wanted to meet the father of my son first; perhaps she was right and maybe that was the case.


    ‘When Kevin left school he went on to study farming at a college in the Cotswolds. I was so pleased for him, and Clare – who he treated like a second mum – was just as over the moon as me. She knew all her hard work on the farm, building it up from just a smallholding to what it was today would eventually be left in very capable hands, life was good. After Kevin left the agricultural college, he travelled around different farms in this country and abroad learning all the time. He still used to come home quite a lot but always with a different girl in tow, nothing too serious. You could always tell by his face how happy he was to be home, how proud he was to show the girls around the farm. Eventually he knew the farm was getting too much for Clare and me, although we had help from a couple of the village lads who used to work four days a week for us doing all the heavy jobs. Clare wasn’t well and she was getting close to retirement age anyway, and it wasn’t exactly easy work. For a couple of years she had been suffering with stomach problems, and was visiting the doctors frequently; eventually, as we’d both suspected it was discovered she had cancer.


    ‘Kevin came back home and moved into the farm and Clare moved in with me. I looked after her and nursed her until she died eight months later. Her death devastated me and affected me far more than losing the showbiz life and being in the papers ever did. I was so thankful for all she had done for me but my life changed forever the day she died, and has never been the same since. My love for my son stayed the same, but the farm, my safe haven, the place that brought me such happiness for so many years, and the home that I cherished and loved was no longer where I wanted to be. My beautiful loving son could understand and that was a big comfort to me. Kevin had met a lovely girl who had also grown up on a farm. She loved horses and they both had so much in common. They had big plans for the farm and wanted to create a riding school and horse training centre which was so exciting for them. I was so happy for them. Eventually they married and gave me three lovely grandchildren and they are still at the farm. Kevin doesn’t ask a lot out of life just a happy healthy family and I know I could never have given him such a rewarding life if I had brought him up in London. I’m the proudest mother in the world and always will be.


    ‘Two years after the death of my beloved Clare, the woman who had taught me how to live life and love myself, I knew things had to change. I wasn’t as happy living the village life any more, nothing would ever be the same again, I got myself into such a state every time I had to go back to the farm. I went to stay with Helen for a while which was fun. She lived in a busy city and we did all the things I hadn’t done for years; we went to the cinema and the theatre, and we shopped till we dropped. As the years passed I was never really recognised. I had put on a lot of weight since Clare’s death because I wasn’t doing any physical work any more. Although I was enjoying myself, I didn’t want to move to the city and make it my home, nor did I want to go back to village life, what was I going to do? I just didn’t have a clue.


    ‘Helen and I had talked for hours about everything and everybody, but never about my past until one day she said to me, “Nadean, I think you should spend the money.” I was shocked; it was all invested but for what purpose, I just did not know. The money had stopped going in the account when Kevin was twenty- two. For several months after that I checked the newspapers to see if anything had happened to Burt, Lee, or Steve, but there was nothing mentioned. It was almost as if they knew Kevin was grown up now and could look after himself. I couldn’t really understand it why had they never made themselves known? There were tens of thousands invested which was more than enough money, but Kevin had always insisted he didn’t want a penny of it. He had the farm, his wife and children, he always said the money would taint everything and in a way I understood what he meant, that’s why I never spent any of it, but perhaps now it was time.


    ‘Helen said I needed a holiday, “a bit of sunshine” and if I went away it would give her an excuse to have a break. She said now I was getting old I wasn’t safe to go by myself, cheeky cow, and guess where we went? Yes, here to Tenerife. That was nine years ago, and I’m still here! Oh I did go home after the holiday but I kept coming back every few months and eventually ended up living here; it’s very much like living in the village, it’s quiet and I feel safe from the outside world, and as you well know, Carole, all the people here are hiding or running away from something or someone, but now I have told you my life is no longer a secret. I’m one stage nearer to being me and that feels good. For many years I thought I’d cocked my life up, but looking back I feel I’ve had a great life. I have some wonderful friends and a son who has made a lovely life for himself and his fabulous family. I do feel my life is complete and I’m so content with my life just the way it is.’


    Well, Collette, I have to tell you I don’t think Nadean is content, I really believe she has unfinished business and I know what that business is. The mystery that has gone on for so many years and I don’t mean the money, as that’s so not the issue. I know that in her heart she wants to know who Kevin’s father is, or should I say needs to know, and until she finds that out there will never be the true feeling of her life being complete that she needs. I wish I could help her. For all these years I’ve known her I’ve judged her but yet again I’ve got it all wrong. This woman has such strength, she really needs to put it all behind her and enjoy the rest of her life, to be able to look at her son and be aware of who he really is, to be able to answer her grandchildren’s questions when they get older and they ask where their granddad is; more importantly who their granddad is. Collette, I need to help her. I don’t know how yet, but there must be a way. Nadean has so much to ask him and I believe so much to thank him for. When I see her with Kevin and the children there’s such a bond, so many families never have that, so I do hope I can complete this story for all their sakes.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    Dear Collette, I bet you’re beginning to think my account of my life is just one long list of problems that need sorting out, but it’s not a bit like that really. For every sad story I am told there are a dozen happy ones. Some of the best and happiest times I’ve had here in Tenerife are with Barbara; since helping me to find and buy my apartment we have spent a lot of time together. Barbara works full- time at an estate agents. Saying she just works there is an understatement as she more or less runs it for a couple called Karen and Bob, who also have an agency in Gran Canaria where they spend most of their time. They do treat her very well and pay her a good wage; they know that they wouldn’t have such a good business if it wasn’t for Barbara. The three of them all worked together in London before they moved to Tenerife; after their new business took off they realised they needed some help. Barbara was just recently divorced so they got her to move out to Tenerife, she moved into the flat above the estate agents and she has never looked back. The British people who buy properties over here really like her because she’s not a pushy sales person and would never talk someone into buying something they weren’t a hundred per cent happy with. She loves her job and gets so much satisfaction from her work. Barbara is always taking me to parties of her clients she has sold properties to. She’s a real party animal and when it’s party time we both really know how to party.


    There was an occasion when I really did let my hair down, and at this point, Collette if you were human and not a diary this is the time I would be telling you to sit down and read this part by yourself in a quiet corner. It’s slightly racy; I don’t mean Jackie Collins racy but read on and see. What happened was that Karen and Bob had to go back to England to sort out some family business. They would be gone for two weeks and they asked Barbara to go over and run the office in Gran Canaria for them. They booked her into a nice hotel and paid all her expenses. Barbara suggested that I go as well and that it would be like a mini holiday for us. I jumped at the chance and booked into the same hotel. It was a lovely hotel; it had about two hundred rooms along with a few restaurants and bars. Well off we went one Sunday morning, both very excited like a couple of naughty school girls. The office was a lot smaller than the Tenerife branch. I decided to go into work with Barbara to keep her company, and then we could go out to the shops when she closed up in the afternoons and generally treat it like a holiday. The estate agency wasn’t very busy so there was no pressure on Barbara to sell; most of the work that needed doing was clerical which we did between us. Each night we went out into the town centre to eat, where we found some nice restaurants and bars. Barbara kept on at me to have a day out by myself. She said it wasn’t fair for me to be stuck in the office all day, and as much as she liked my company she thought it would do me good. So I finally agreed and on the Thursday I decided I’d catch the bus and go exploring. Let me tell you, Colette, little did I know what was ahead for me. I had decided to catch the bus to Puerto Rico then get the boat over to Little Venice and have a lazy day looking around. I wanted to see all the beautiful flowers and the streets they were so quaint, not a bit like Playa with all its concrete. I planned to have lunch overlooking the sea and be back with Barbara for about seven in the evening.


    The bus got me there for nine thirty and the boat across was very quiet; a lot of the tourists were not up and about that early in the morning. When I got off the boat I walked to a very nice café where they were selling lovely pastries. I could have sat eating them all day, so I had a couple of coffees and just four pastries, well they were only small. I just sat soaking up the atmosphere. The café was very quiet, but sat in the corner was a very good looking man reading his book. He said ‘Good morning’ and seemed to be checking me out, which I found very flattering. I must admit I went all tingly, it had been a long time since I’d felt like that, and I found myself flirting, and to my surprise he was flirting back, but I wasn’t going to throw myself at him. It was still early and still quite cool so I thought it would be the best time to go for a walk and look in the shops.


    As I was coming out of a shop I bumped into someone; it was the man from the café. I apologised but he said it was his fault. I actually do think it was. We started to chat about how beautiful the place was. He told me his name was Robson and that he was on holiday from Cardiff. I explained I was over here from Tenerife for a few days, I didn’t say I actually lived there as the last thing I wanted was a stranger turning up. Robson was in his late thirties or early forties, very good looking, tanned, with a rugby player’s body. He hadn’t shaved for a few days which I thought was such a sexy look. Robson said he was staying in little Venice and had been there for ten days but was going home in a few days’ time. It was starting to get quite warm so I said I was going to walk towards the sea. He asked ‘If I didn’t mind, could he walk with me’, I said, ‘That would be fine.’ As we were going down the hill he said if we went towards the right there was a bar overlooking the sea and we could stop for a drink, which sounded good to me. The bar was in a perfect spot and there was a slight sea breeze which was very welcome. We ordered a glass of white wine each and got chatting; before I realised it we’d been sat there for two and a half hours and had three glasses of wine each. Do you know, Collette, I just sat and listened to him talking. It was great not to be thinking about how I could help him for a change, I just felt so relaxed with him. The bar owner told us about a little cove further on so we decided to walk along the cliff tops to the cove. We’d bought a bottle of wine from the bar and the owner gave us two glasses. It would take twenty minutes or so for us to walk to the cove, but it’s supposed to be fabulous when you get there. This was turning out to be such a lovely day.


    Well, Collette, we finally got to the cove; by this time we were both so hot and just wanted to put our feet in the sea and feel the breeze on our faces. I would love to say we had a nice time but that’s an understatement, little did I ever imagine what was going to happen. Robson opened the wine and we sat on the sand which was just like being on a desert island – not a single person in sight – oh I felt so relaxed. I laughed to myself and wondered if he would be wanting to be with me if I still had the Glenda look, I don’t think so, God I felt so good. I lay back on the sand. I was in such a great place in my mind, I was such a lucky person and I appreciated it all so much, my life couldn’t get any better or so I thought.


    Then all of a sudden it did! Robson started to kiss me. It was so natural. I hadn’t been kissed for years, the last time was by my ex-husband and God knows how many years that was, I’m sure it was never like this. He kissed me so gently but so passionately my whole body felt it was going to explode, I’d never felt like that before, not in all of my life. The next thing I realised he was touching my breasts. He held me so firmly, I felt so out of control, his fingers went to my nipples I was burning up inside. All this time our clothes were coming off. I felt his firm naked body tight up against mine. I wanted him inside me so much, but he was in no rush. He was pleasing me, making sure I was being pleasured. He wasn’t like any man I’d ever been with before, but Robson’s hands were so gentle, he stroked my skin with such tenderness as if I was made of fine china and not to be damaged. All this time we were kissing with such affection and then all of a sudden he was inside me, the power of his cock filled me, my whole body felt like it was floating, I started to lose control and he could tell. He got more forceful, he was pleasing me so much and he knew it. The moment was coming; I felt like I was somewhere else, somewhere I’d never been before, and then it happened, we both came together. What an explosion, it seemed to go on forever. We lay there and he gently stroked my face, it was just so beautiful, I’d never in my life ever experienced anything like that. We lay there for what seemed like hours, but it was actually only minutes; neither of us saying a single word, I could tell he got as much out of it as I had, there was no embarrassment, no regrets, what we had done felt so beautiful, so perfect. Robson poured a glass of wine for us and as we put our clothes back on we smiled then laughed; he said he’d never had an urge like that before just to do it regardless of where we were. I knew exactly what he meant but for me it was more than that, I’d never had the feeling of making love like that before. The day I’d dyed my hair I’d thought that was the most liberating thing I’d ever done, but God this was something on a completely different level. I’d never ever thought my body could feel as it did. I used to laugh when people said the earth moved, but it did, like nothing ever before. We sat on the sand drinking our wine and talking for the next couple of hours. I could not tell you what we talked about as my head still seemed to be floating. I kept saying to myself how come I’ve never felt like this before, all the times I’d had sex with my ex-husband, and I’d never come close to anything like what had just happened.


    Oh, Collette, I never imagined in a million years anything like this would ever happen to me. I thought my days of sex ended years ago, I didn’t even think about sex any more. If you’d asked me before this happened I would have said I’d prefer a pound of cheese and a jar of mayonnaise to sex, it’s a lot less messy and not as much effort. My body and my mind felt so different, it’s like being set free, but the funniest thing, the strangest thing was I didn’t want to do it again and neither did Robson. We slowly walked back to the harbour. As we walked, we laughed and talked like two teenagers, we hadn’t fallen in love, we didn’t even have the urge to see each other again, it just felt like something very special had happened to both of us, maybe it would open a new chapter in my life or to close one, who knows? In our short time on this planet there are things that happen to us that we cannot explain and I think this was one of them. As I kissed Robson and said goodbye I knew everybody, even if it was just once in their lifetime should be able to feel special, the way I felt that evening when I got back on the boat and waved him goodbye. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to live in a perfect world, people can find fulfilment and happiness in different ways, there are just some that need a little help, people like Nadean. That dear friend of mine who for many years said I lived in Carole’s world and not in the real world, but, Collette, I’ll tell you again there is nothing wrong with Carole’s world and from where I’m standing, life couldn’t be any better.


    It was later than I had planned when I got back to Barbara at the hotel, but that was OK as she’d been very busy with last- minute paperwork for a property that was completing, so I didn’t feel too guilty for not being on time. We went out for dinner and I told Barbara about my day out but I didn’t mention Robson, this was something very private in my life and I had to think it through myself first. The funny thing was, she kept saying how different I seemed. I had to laugh to myself, I was still trembling inside and I didn’t want that feeling to end but I knew it had to. We finished the week and went back to Tenerife, back to our normal routines, but for me normal would never be normal again, I was different, I had discovered part of me I didn’t know existed, and there was such a lot to think through. Every minute of the rest of my life I wanted to make special, not just for me but for others as well.

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    I first met Graham and Betty a few days after I moved in; one morning I was sat by the pool and Betty came down for a swim. We got chatting and she told me they were staying in one of Jeremy’s apartments. Graham had gone for a game of golf and she just liked to stay around the pool and read. They come to Tenerife about five or six times a year; her husband is a policeman and works strange shifts so he saves his days off up, and that’s why they can come over so often. He is due to semi-retire in a few months so they are hoping to come out more often. They like these apartments as it’s quiet and the people are friendly. I got the impression they were not that keen on Jeremy (more about that later).


    We chatted on and off during the week; a couple of times Graham came down for a swim and he seemed really nice as well. He did say once Jeremy knew he was a policeman, he seemed to keep out of their way which suited both of them as Betty found him very creepy. Betty and myself gossiped about Felicity’s outfits and which shade of pink it would be today. I really looked forward to them coming over and Graham said he did not feel so bad about all the golf he played as Betty was not stuck by herself; we used to go shopping and had nice walks. I really appreciated Betty’s company. The three of us would go out for dinner and as Graham always hired a car we could drive to other parts of the island which I really liked. Betty would give me a call to tell me when they were coming over so I would get them some shopping like milk, coffee, bits and pieces. Also, they left a case of clothes and toiletries with me so then they would only have to bring hand luggage. Jeremy did not like it that I was so friendly with them especially after I found out his secret, but more about that later. Not that I had told anybody, not even Betty, but I am sure there will be a time when I will have cause to bring it up.


    Betty gave me a call to say they were coming over in three weeks and to keep myself free as they would be staying for a month. Graham had cut his hours down and was only working on special projects with the police, but he was taking a month off before he started and they thought as he did not know how long the first project would take they would have a nice long break with plenty of golf and shopping. I was so looking forward to it, even Jeremy was quite nosey asking if I knew why they were staying so long. I told him to ask them, ‘I’m sure they will tell you.’ He was not a bit impressed with that answer. About four days before they were due to fly over, Graham gave me a call and I could tell when he first spoke there was something wrong and that he had some horrible news. Betty had got breast cancer and was going into hospital for a mastectomy. He was so upset, what could I say. He put Betty on the phone and we just cried and cried which seemed to last for hours. What could I say apart from my love and prayers were with them. Betty went into hospital, had the operation and some chemo. Graham kept me informed how she was doing and kept saying the thought of the sunshine and our shopping trips in Tenerife were what was keeping her going. Every single morning I woke up I counted my blessings, good health was so very precious and I thanked God for it all the time.


    It was seven months before they finally got to come to Tenerife but the good news was Betty was doing really well. We talked every week on the phone and she was so positive and excited she was making so many plans for both of us, and she insisted Graham played lots of golf, not that he wanted to but she was going to make him anyway. We had a fab time and she tried to put everything to the back of her mind; the one thing she did say a few times was ‘Why should I worry about the cancer, they say it’s not there at the moment. I will start worrying when it comes back because Carole, it will, it always does, I’m going to enjoy myself until it does.’ Over the next few years Betty and Graham came to Tenerife a lot. Betty would come by herself when Graham was working and when he was not with her she would stay with me which was great. Jeremy was not impressed as he was losing money. We did all sorts of things that I would never have done by myself. Graham really appreciated everything I did but I kept saying to him it was doing me the world of good too because every time Betty came over I treated it like I was on holiday, especially when Barbara came out with us, we always had a laugh.


    Over the years Betty would have the odd scare but she would see her consultant and have a bit of treatment and bounce back. She never talked about it but she once said to me one evening when we were sat on the balcony, ‘When I get on the plane to come to Tenerife I say to the cancer you are not coming with me, you are not part of my life when I’m in Tenerife only when I’m in England,’ and in a strange way I thought that was a great attitude. The one thing I have learnt in life is people who have a serious illness live their lives differently and I do believe you have to do whatever suits you. What works for one will not work for someone else, and with Betty she really did believe the cancer stayed in England. Talking to Graham when Betty was not around he looked at it in a very different way, he was scared and knew their lives would never be the same. He was being very brave in his own way and was a big support for Betty.


    I think that over the years we had been to every part of the island. I’m sure we have been to every beach; Betty loved to take a picnic and sit on the sand looking out to the sea for hours. I found the silence when we did this was so fulfilling, it was like a form of meditation. We both gained so much from this. I even found myself going to a quiet beach by myself and just staring out to sea for hours. Afterwards I felt so good. Well the time did come when Betty got poorly and was not able to come over; it was very sad, I missed her so much and felt quite at a loss. We spoke on the phone but never about the cancer and she would always end the conversation with ‘make sure no one lies on my sun lounger’, which always gave us hope.


    The phone went late on one Monday evening and it was Betty. She sounded different. She wanted me to do her a favour and pour two gin and tonics and take them on to the balcony; she said she would phone back in ten minutes. I believe it was her way of preparing me for the bad news. I did as she said, the phone rang and I really tried to be upbeat, but it was not working, we both seemed to be whispering and I could tell she was going to tell me something bad. She said that Graham and herself had been to the hospital and the consultant had said there was no more treatment they could do for her. She said it had not come as a shock as she was beginning to feel her time was coming to an end. I asked if she would like me to fly over. She said that sounded lovely but would prefer if I didn’t as she did not want me to bring the cancer back into our Tenerife world. I knew exactly what she meant and respected her for it; she said that the last few years of her life were great when living over here, her cancer-free years. In her mind, England was where her hospital appointments and that terrible disease was, and she believed that the two separate lives kept her going longer. She had nothing but very happy memories of Tenerife, and with that we said goodnight and I did as she said and drank both gins.


    Over the next few weeks I would get a call from Graham every few days to let me know how Betty was doing, and it was not good. There were Macmillan nurses helping him to nurse her, but she was getting weaker by the day. Then one night Graham phoned and he said Betty would like to have a word and I thought how lovely. He said he would hold the phone for her; then in a very soft voice I could hear her say ‘Hello Carole, how are you?’ I said ‘I’m OK’ and ‘How are you doing.’ I could sense she was finding it hard to talk, she said ‘I am calling you to say goodbye. I don’t think I have much time left and I could not leave this world without saying goodbye.’ With that we both cried and I said my goodbye. Graham took the phone off her and said he would call me later.


    Betty died three days later. She had suffered so much in the last few months, such a very brave and determined lady who lived her life as she wanted to in her final years, she always knew the cancer would get her in the end and that was how she was going to live her life until it did. Collette, yet again I have to tell you I’m so happy and appreciate my life here on the island so much, with that and all the memories coming back, I’m going to do what I always do when I think of Betty, I’m going to pour two gin and tonics and sit on the balcony.


    One of the saddest things was that Betty was so looking forward to my birthday party. It was quite a way off but she really wanted to be there, but it was not to be. Peter once said to me I used Betty as an excuse to have two gin and tonics at a time but he was wrong, I admired her for the way she lived her life, and if ever I became ill like her and I was only a quarter as brave and determined as she was I would be fine. It might be me who drinks the gin every night, but there are certain times when I do, Betty is with me on that balcony and we put the world to rights. Well perhaps not the world but the apartment block and all who live in it. In a very strange way, Betty is a big part of putting things right – more about that later Collette – because if it was not for her I don’t think a lot of people’s lives here on Tenerife would ever have changed.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    Now Collette, this story I am going to tell you brings out another side of me, yes a very different side, some would say bitchy, others might say evil. This is a story of good winning over bad as it involves a sad element to it, a very naive and unsatisfied person; not Jeremy but his wife Felicity. I think I’d better start from the beginning.


    Jeremy was the first person I met when I moved into the apartment. Actually we met before I moved in as he was at the apartment when I viewed it. The couple selling it had left the key with him to do the viewings. My first impression was how creepy he was. That didn’t change when I moved in but I realised I was far too old for what he was seeking (more about that later). Jeremy is married to Felicity which is a story in itself although the more I see of her and the conversations I have with her I do feel very sorry for her. She thinks she has everything in life but in reality she has nothing, so very sad.


    They live in the far apartment from me on the top floor at number thirteen. Next is Victoria’s apartment, then Peter and Paul and then me. They own three other apartments which include the ones directly underneath them; numbers fourteen, fifteen and sixteen which they rent out to holidaymakers. Jeremy informed me he was the first to move in and had a good deal because he bought all four off-plan. Both of them are very nosey and also they try to give the impression they own all sixteen apartments. I’m sure that’s what they tell the people staying in their holiday lets. They are well known for looking down on people and telling everyone how wealthy they are. I was always slightly intimidated by Jeremy until I found out his little secret, and now he avoids me at all costs. Life is great when you find something out about people who think they are so grand. I am beginning to think everyone in these apartments has something or someone they want to hide. Perhaps that is why we are all here, we are all on the run but at least mine is not from a person just from my money.


    It was a nagging feeling, just like a toothache, I had about them that made me put my plan into action. Most people freely told me their life story but there was no way Jeremy would ever tell you the truth. The tale he told was nowhere near the truth and my gut reaction was telling me he was not who he said he was. I very soon realised if I was going to find anything out about them it was Felicity who was going to spill the beans, but she also kept her cards very close to her chest. Or should I say the chest she has bought which goes well with the face that she has bought, the one she adds to each year but, God love her, what else has she got to do, there are only so many shoes and handbags on this island for her to buy. For weeks (actually months) I was trying to work out how I was going to get her to open up, then it suddenly came to me, I was mad at myself for not thinking of it before. Thursdays, that’s the answer. Every Thursday Jeremy goes out about nine in the morning and doesn’t come back until midnight; he told me once its business but I don’t believe a word of it. P and P always joke he’s having an affair, but by all accounts his Thursdays have been going on for years, so surely Felicity would not have put up with it. I was going to get to the bottom of it and there was no stopping me. My mission was to let the sly slippery snake know that I knew his business or more to the point where he came from and how he got his money, and his fake wife was the one who was going to tell me. I just had to be patient and bide my time.


    My timing was perfect. I was walking to the supermarket just as Felicity was coming back, she had only gone for a magazine but the way she was dressed you would think she was going to a wedding, head to toe in yellow and full make-up. I sometimes wonder whether it was a competition between Nadean and her to see who could wear the most slap. ‘Good morning Carole, how are you?


    ‘Not too bad thanks.’


    ‘Are you all right Carole, you’re not your normal chirpy self?’


    ‘I’m OK.’


    ‘Are you sure is there anything Jeremy or myself can help you with, you know we’re always here for you, is it man trouble?’


    Cheeky cow, she’s the one with man trouble, ‘No, I will be able to sort it, thanks anyway. I must go, goodbye Felicity, have a good day.’ The seed was sown, how long before one of them will be on the doorstep? My money’s on him calling with a daft excuse, I’ll give it two hours.


    I had only been sat reading my book for about twenty minutes when along came Jeremy. ‘Hi Carole, how are you? I wondered if you knew if Riley was around?’


    ‘No sorry, he’s at work.’


    ‘Thanks Carole, I will catch him later. You look a bit peaky are you OK; Felicity said she saw earlier you and you didn’t seem yourself.’


    ‘I’m OK thanks, just something I have to get sorted but nothing important really, have a good day.’ Well that’s done it, there will be no stopping them now. Two days to go and it will be Thursday and the day I find out what I want to know. The trap has been set. How very silly you are Jeremy, your life story will soon be in my head and there will be no more looking down on me.


    Eight forty-five, I was ready and raring to go. Fifteen minutes and Jeremy would be off out for the day. By the time I walk down the stairs Jeremy would be getting in his car and on his way. ‘Morning Carole.’


    ‘Hello Jeremy, are you off to work?’


    ‘I wouldn’t call it work, Carole, more like high finance and big businesses.’


    ‘Well you have a good day Carole.’


    ‘You too Jeremy, I am certain I’m going to.’


    Up the end flight of stairs and ring the bell, ‘Good morning Felicity,’


    ‘Hello Carole, how are you today?’


    ‘I’m OK, thanks. It’s just I was wondering if you could help me?’


    ‘Come in Carole, I’m afraid Jeremy has just gone out for the day.’


    ‘No, Felicity, it is you I have come to see for some advice.’


    ‘I really think you should come back when he is here.’


    ‘No, he wouldn’t be any help as it’s a woman’s problem.’ I could see her face light up as though she was expecting some real juicy gossip. ‘Now it’s like this Felicity, I have been invited to a wedding and I haven’t got anything to wear, and you being the most chic and stylish woman I know, I was hoping you would be able to help me. Give me some help, there’s no one else I can turn to.’ Oh she loved it I could tell, this was a first, everyone came to her husband for help and not her, my plan just might work.


    After about an hour I had persuaded Felicity to come shopping with me. She was not sure she should as she had not checked with Jeremy, but like I said we will be back in a few hours, ages before he would be home. Another half an hour for her to get ready then we were off. We got in the taxi, Playa de Las Americas here we come. On arriving in the town I suggested we go for a quick coffee but she was having none of it, shopping was her vice and there was no stopping her, perhaps this was going to be harder than I thought; also, it had crossed my mind what was I going to do with the bloody outfit when I got it, wait until I do get invited to a wedding I supposed. Two hours of trying on clothes and still no answers to my questions, this was getting very frustrating so drastic measures were called for. ‘Felicity we must stop for something to drink then we can talk about the things I’ve tried on, plus I must eat something or I will pass out.’ Right this was my opportunity, I needed to get her pissed. There is a lovely hotel just set back from the main road which is very expensive, so I knew she would love it, or should I say she would love to be seen in there. She was all for it, off we go! I was getting excited at this point, this could be what I’ve been waiting for, the dirt on her slimy husband. I kept thinking I should feel guilty but I didn’t, oh Carole, you are such a bitch.


    We walked to the hotel and were greeted by the doorman. He held open the door for us and made us feel very important, oh how she loved to be treated like this. I asked if there was somewhere we could get lunch, and we were led into a beautiful room overlooking the garden where the other ladies who lunch were sat, all so very false but I was on a mission. I suggested Felicity should go to the ladies room as she had a black mark on her face and needed to freshen up, meantime I would order us a drink. I ordered a double gin and tonic for her and just tonic water for myself, pray to God she drinks it. Back at the table I gave her a load of crap on how grateful I was and how I could never have trusted anyone else. She loved it; we ordered two Caesar salads and another couple of drinks. It was working and I could see she was slowly getting drunk. By the time the salads came I’d ordered a bottle of wine to have with them, this was it I was ready to start the interview. She was well and truly pissed and the last thing she wanted to do now was shop. I might actually get away without buying an outfit, just a very expensive lunch which hopefully would be worth every penny.


    After a bit of chit-chat about clothes and her make-up secrets, I started to ask about how Jeremy and she met. It took some starting but after a while there was no stopping her. I think the second bottle of wine helped, I was only on my first glass, the woman was a sponge, and she just didn’t stop drinking. They had met at Vines department store in Torquay in Devon where they both worked, him in the menswear department, and she (I should have guessed really) worked on the make-up counter. When they got married they lived in a flat on the ground floor of a large house that her parents owned. Her father didn’t want them to marry, he thought Jeremy was not good enough for her, but when they did get married he insisted that they lived there. Years later he told Felicity it was so he could keep an eye on Jeremy, because he didn’t trust him, he’d heard rumours that he was a ladies’ man.


    ‘This was so unfair Carole, I trust him a hundred per cent and he would never cheat on me. Over the years friends had told me how he was playing around, but like Jeremy said, they were making it up because they were so jealous that we had it all, a happy marriage and lots to look forward to. Then my parents both died within a few months of each other and I had some health problems so dear Jeremy took control of my parent’s affairs, sorting out the properties they owned and the stocks and shares. My father’s accountant was not happy with this and wanted me to get involved, but like I said, he’s my husband he won’t cheat me out of anything, and as Jeremy said, it’s best to put it all in his name after all he is the businessman not me, it would take all the worries away from me. Jeremy was so thoughtful and I haven’t had any money worries since.’


    This was all very interesting but I wanted gossip, scandal, not just him fiddling her out of her money, there must be more to it. ‘Oh Felicity, you’re so lucky to have a man you can trust, I am so jealous of you, but surely there must have been times when you had your doubts?’


    ‘No Carole, not really.’ This was it, not really means there was something.


    ‘There was a time, Carole, when I thought he was up to something; we were on holiday in Spain and there was a woman in the hotel from Torquay whom I recognised, but every time Jeremy got up from the sun lounger to go to get a drink or go to the toilet she would disappear as well. Then when the holiday was over, I didn’t really think about it again. The next holiday we went on was to Corfu. As we were waiting to check in at the airport I saw her again, and this time I mentioned it to Jeremy. He said I must be imagining it, but once we got off the plane I didn’t see her again.’


    ‘Did it turn out to be a good holiday, Felicity?’


    ‘Oh yes, Carole, a real rest for me but Jeremy played a lot of golf so I didn’t see that much of him during the day, then a couple of evenings he was invited to golf dinners which was a men only thing but that was OK with me. I did see the woman on the plane coming home, but like Jeremy said it must just have been a coincidence.’


    ‘Was that the last you ever saw of her, Felicity?’


    ‘Yes for a few years, I would say probably about five then we were in the Bahamas and I was sure I saw her at the airport. Jeremy told me I must have been mistaken, her hair was different so I suppose I was mistaken.’


    ‘Did you have a good holiday?’


    ‘It was wonderful. Jeremy had a few days away on a boat, fishing, so I just lay in the sun where there was always someone to talk to. Friends said they would never let their husbands go off for four days but you see I trust him, and he always brings me back such nice gifts.’


    Another bottle of wine later, but I still didn’t have any evidence, it was so obvious he had cheated on her but I had no proof yet, and why was she so blind to it.


    ‘You are so lucky to have him Felicity, and he works so hard, on Thursdays he’s gone for hours.’


    ‘Well, Carole, it’s not just work. I shouldn’t be telling you this really, but about a year after we moved here a friend from one of the bars came and said they had seen Jeremy on the other side of the island pushing a pram. I told them they must have been mistaken, but they were adamant it was him, so I asked him if it was true, and to my astonishment he said it was him, and he didn’t tell me because I might not understand. Carole, that wasn’t a proper answer, I needed to know more. I knew it wasn’t his baby, after all he was over fifty, but I needed to know the truth. Jeremy sat me down and explained. Apparently a business associate of his had got a young English waitress pregnant and abandoned her, he felt because he had taken this guy to the restaurant where they met he felt responsible. So every Thursday he meets the girl and the child to show them some support. The father is not around but he does send money to Jeremy to give to the girl and that’s why he meets her there. I have never met the girl or the child, but Jeremy says they’re not our sort of people, or not even part of our lives.’


    This was it I had got my evidence but what next? I needed to find the girl and the boy and let Jeremy know that I knew his secret. I felt a bit like Miss Marple but years younger of course. I did have another problem to deal with first, a very drunk Felicity, a taxi and home. At least she will have a few hours to sleep it off before Jeremy was home. I walked her up to her apartment and went in with her, I made sure she got into bed and said I would pop back around eight o’clock which would give her about five hours sleep. Just as I was leaving I asked her the final question I needed to piece the puzzle together. Where is it that Jeremy goes to help this girl out, and jackpot she told me, Las Galletas. Mission accomplished? It normally takes Miss Marple a couple of days, but me just one lunch, but then I suppose I didn’t have a murder to solve. I went back at eight thirty and Felicity was making a sandwich. She asked me not to mention to Jeremy that she had got drunk, she didn’t blame me and the big plus was she actually thinks I bought one of the outfits I’d tried on. All in all a good day’s work don’t you think, eat your heart out Miss Marple.


    Now my next problem was getting my evidence. I needed to see Jeremy with the child and its mother; perhaps I will have a day away in Las Galletas, it’s a bit of a long shot but you never know your luck in a raffle, as my dear old mum used to say.


    I booked a taxi to take me to Las Galletas, I couldn’t be bothered with the bus, I’d worked out I would be there about two hours before Jeremy, I had no idea what I was going to do once I was there, but l would cross that bridge later. Las Galletas is a small town on the coast. I found a little cafe overlooking the harbour next to the little town beach. From where I was sitting I could see any cars coming in and out of the town. The adrenaline was rushing, I was so excited. No more was Jeremy going to be looking down at me, if anything he would be looking up, oh this is so much fun. After about forty-five minutes I was getting a bit bored so I decided to have a little walk around; I found myself not looking at the shops or the scenery but staring at anyone who had children with them. Time was dragging and I was beginning to think this was a daft idea, but I was determined to stick it out until seven o’clock when I had the taxi booked; it was now eleven thirty. The town was so pretty and the harbour had so much going on with fishing boats coming and going that this would be a fabulous place to live, imagine the things I could write about here. Another quick walk around the two small car parks and still no sign of his car, so I think it’s time for a spot of lunch, a nice feta cheese salad and a glass of wine back at the place I’d had my earlier coffee. I purposely didn’t bring a book to read as I would surely miss something. After lunch it was getting very hot so I walked down on the beach and had a little paddle in the sea. I was so glad I came and apart from my mission it was a lovely day, away from the normal things that occupied my day that, of course, was being a lady of leisure. The town was a far cry from Las Americas, so quiet and family orientated, I began to think if I did live here it would be too laid back for me. I do love my Los Christianos and its buzz, not forgetting the entire goings on in the apartment block, and if I do solve today’s mystery, life could be much more fun. I was starting to think this might have been a wasted journey when I had a sudden brainwave.


    What was my brainwave I hear you say? I suddenly thought, what time do the kids come out of school, there could only be one infant school and who might be picking their son up from it? I remembered passing a school near one of the car parks; it must be nearly time to pick up the kids. I thought it was worth a go. Surprise, surprise, guess who was at the school gate, a very young blonde woman, I would say in her early twenties, and what had she got around her waist, oh it’s a man’s arms and I do seem to recognise who the arms belong to, yes it’s Jeremy, no shocks there then. This was the bit I’d not thought through. What do I now? Just go with your instincts Carole. From where I was stood he couldn’t see me. As the children started to come out I worked myself a bit closer. My stomach was churning, but I was excited. If it had been anyone else I knew I would have found it sad and upsetting, but ever since I’d met Jeremy he has looked down on everyone he meets, only helping people if there is something in it for him. It didn’t feel bad doing what I was doing. All of a sudden I saw a little boy run to them, this was my opportunity to make a move. The boy ran straight into Jeremy’s arms, go Carole go. ‘Mummy, Daddy’ the boy shouted as he ran towards them.


    ‘Hello Jeremy, fancy seeing you here, oh yes I’d forgotten its Thursday, you always work away from home on a Thursday. What a lovely town, you’re so lucky to have such a nice place to come to work in, and what’s your name? Have you been to school today?’


    ‘I’m JJ.’


    ‘Oh JJ, what’s that short for?’


    ‘It’s Jeremy Junior.’


    ‘Well Jeremy Junior, do you like school?’


    ‘Yes thank you, we are going for an ice cream now.’


    ‘That sounds lovely JJ, it was very nice meeting you. I must go now I have things to be doing. See you later Jeremy, have a nice afternoon and not too many ice creams, think of your cholesterol, bye.’


    Bingo Carole, or should I say detective Carole, life had suddenly changed, now all my dealings with that horrible man would be completely different. He would be wondering who I was going to tell first, little does he know the only person I would tell was Collette, just my diary. My work was over, just a few more hours to kill or should I say enjoy, and with that I sat on the beach watching the fishing boats coming in and enjoyed the afternoon sun. I do have a fabulous life and it can only get better. I didn’t see them again and the rest of my day was lovely. I got my taxi home a few hours later, and the strange thing was when I got home Jeremy’s car was already parked in his usual place, several hours before he would have normally returned home. Oh dear, Carole, what have you done. A couple of nice gin and tonics on my balcony to plan my next move; I don’t think it will be long before I have a visitor.


    Friday, the start of the weekend the place will get a bit busy now. I’m up at my normal time, a coffee then down with my book to the pool, I’ll give him half an hour at most. I was just getting out of the pool when down he trots, ‘Morning Carole.’


    ‘Hi Jeremy, what a lovely place to go to work. You are so lucky; did you have a nice ice-cream?’


    ‘Carole, can I have a quick word about that?’


    ‘What, the ice-cream?’


    ‘No, the lady I was with was a business friend’s partner.’


    ‘Jeremy, do you mean the teenage girl who’s backside you had your hand on, and the little boy who ran out of school shouting Mummy and Daddy, I think I have got the picture, but it’s your business not mine. I just know one thing, if you were my husband you wouldn’t have any meat or veg left, but as you’re not my husband it’s none of my concern. I must go now Jeremy, have a nice day; I suppose seeing it’s not a Thursday it must be your day off.’


    Well, Collette, that was that. The man avoided me like the plague, and as for Felicity, I don’t know what he told her but she was very nervous when I saw her and not a bit chatty. One thing’s for sure, I don’t believe for one moment he told her the truth, but only time will tell. By the way I do get a kick out of telling him on a Thursday to have a nice day at work; he just glares at me and makes no comment.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    Hi Collette, today I am going to tell you about the first time I really got to know Victoria. I’d just poured a gin and tonic when the doorbell rang, so I went to answer it and standing on the step was Victoria from apartment nine, which is the other side of Peter and Paul. Poor lads, stuck between two women, but good for us because at least they wouldn’t be staring at us if we were topless. I’d noticed she had a suitcase with her. We had spoken a few times and been to the same parties; I knew she didn’t live here full time because she would be gone for months on end. I also know she is a model which is funny really as it was only a few days ago I saw a photo of her advertising something in one of the upmarket magazines. She looked so different without the make-up and the perfect hair, not the same person at all. One thing I always notice about her when I see her around the apartments or at the shops are her shoes, it doesn’t matter if it’s day or night she always has fabulous shoes, I’m always so jealous.


    ‘Hi Carole, I’m really sorry to bother you but I’ve just arrived from London and I’ve forgot to bring my keys, I’ve picked up the ones to a friend’s house and not the ones for the apartment. Maria, the lady who cleans for me, has a spare key but she’s gone to visit her family and won’t be back until the morning. I just wondered if I could leave my case with you? I’m going to stay at a hotel down the road for the night but I don’t really need to take everything with me. I seem to have brought loads with me this time although I’m here for a few weeks, then off to Paris for a fashion show, so I’m not back in London for another month. I’m so stupid, it’s the last thing I normally do, check I’ve got my passport, mobile, and keys. I was in such a hurry. I bet if I look in the case it’s full of all the wrong clothes, like jumpers and thick socks. Not to worry, my apartment is full of tee shirts and shorts anyway, so if you don’t mind letting me leave my case with you until the morning I’d really appreciate it.’


    Well Collette, there was no way I was going to let Victoria stay in a hotel; the stories this girl must have to tell will keep me going for weeks.


    ‘No, Victoria, I won’t hear of it you must stay here it’s no trouble, come in I will get you a drink, I insist.’ I poured her a red wine and myself another gin. ‘Now would you like something to eat?’ We grabbed a snack and sat out on the balcony. Peter and Paul were out so it was nice and quiet. She said Maria would be back at about ten in the morning and she really appreciated me putting her up for the night. We chatted about her job and the countries she had been to on photo shoots, the magazine covers she’d been on and the famous people she’d met, I found it so interesting. It was a completely different world from anything I had ever known, but it was nothing like the glamorous life people thought she led. She had a flat in London and this apartment, which she wished she could get to more often because she could hide away and be herself here, away from all the cameras and the slap, and the dreaded hair spray, oh how she hates that hair spray. We sat out there for a couple of hours until it started to get cold and I joked that she should look in the case to see if her woollies were in there, but we decided to come indoors instead. I opened another bottle of red for her and put on a CD, a little bit of Barbara Streisand, not forgetting another gin for yours truly.


    ‘Carole, it has been a long time since I’ve sat and listened to Barbara. My mum would play her albums when my dad was out, we would also watch her films, I loved A Star Is Born. When she sat in the rocking chair and sang I would cry every time, they were such happy times and now they’ve gone forever. Everyone has to move on I suppose.’


    ‘Are you OK, Victoria, you’ve gone really quiet and you seem so sad, is it the music? I can put something different on if you like, the only problem is I’ve not got a lot of up-to-date CDs. I do seem to buy a lot of sentimental stuff, ones that I can escape into. I do like to escape into Carole’s world, it’s not a bad place but perhaps I do go there too often, that’s what living alone does to you. I’m just a big dreamer really, always putting things right in my head, making the world a better place, or hoping I can anyway. Sometimes there seems to be so much nastiness going on in people’s lives, if only they’d stop and think about things. I’m sorry, Victoria, I do go on sometimes and I don’t think the gin helps, it’s just I want to live in a perfect world and if there’s anything I can do to help make my little bit of it perfect, I will have a go at it. Now, another glass of wine, Victoria, and how about some cheese and biscuits? After the gin, cheese is my other downfall. You can keep the sex and drugs, just give me a pound of cheese and a jar of mayonnaise, and I’d be happy, so very happy. I’ve tried those low fat cheeses and it’s like eating soap, give me some stilton or brie and a packet of Cornish wafers every time, what more could a girl ask for?’


    ‘OK Carole, that would be lovely thanks. This is really nice and I am so glad I forgot my keys, being with you is like the old days when me and my mum used to have little snack parties, just the two of us in front of the TV watching a film dipping the crackers into a tub of Philadelphia, they were good times, I didn’t realise how good until they’d gone. Why do we have to grow up and have responsibilities, life just seems to get harder the older you get. I’m just so busy with no time to sit and think and sort out where I went wrong, no time to put things right. One month just runs into another, the next thing you realise yet another year has gone by. I’m sure I could slow down if I could get to Tenerife more often and spend less time in London; they call it a rat race and it certainly is. The problem with modelling is it’s such a short career, one day you’re the best thing since sliced bread and the next day you can be out of favour. The only way is to keep having your face out there, never turning work down, because you might not get offered another job. Don’t get me wrong, I love what I do and have done really well out of it. I’ve got two homes, neither have a mortgage on them, and a bit of money in the bank, the best clothes in the world, most of which I get for free so I shouldn’t really be sat here whingeing but there are some things in life you can’t buy. Carole, you see I made a big mistake several years ago and it was so bad nothing I said or did could ever put it right, there are still family members who will never forgive me and looking back I don’t blame them, I wouldn’t have forgiven me either. I have all this success and no one to share it with, no family to be proud of me, and that’s something no amount of money can buy. You didn’t need to hear all this and I’m really sorry Carole, you’ve been good enough to give me a bed for the night. It’s strange but I’ve never accepted that it was my fault, but deep down I know now it was.’


    ‘Victoria, nothing can be that bad that your family won’t forgive. I’m sure if you talk to them they will understand. I don’t know what you did but surely only a dreadful thing like murder would be unforgiveable and I’m sure you haven’t killed anyone, if you had surely you would be in prison and you’re not, you’re a very successful model. Please don’t feel you have to tell me but if there is anything I can do to help please let me, they say time is a great healer. I don’t always believe that’s the truth, but I’m sure they must miss you, and there must be some way of sorting it all out.’


    ‘Life was really good growing up. There was just the four of us, my mum, dad, me and sister Charlotte, we all got on so well. My sister and I had the odd fight but nothing too serious, we had nice holidays and Christmas was always magical. We were so loved by our parents, we weren’t spoilt but we didn’t go without. Then as a teenager I started to struggle with my schoolwork which would have been OK except that Charlotte, who was four years older, was the perfect student, grade A’s all the way. My parents could not accept the fact that I couldn’t cope with the schoolwork. For a time I really did try but it just wasn’t good enough for them, I realise now they only wanted the best for me, but, Carole, I needed help. Perhaps I didn’t show that I needed help as much as I should have, but they were my parents and they should have known that I was struggling. After all I was only fourteen, for God sake. Things went from bad to worse. Charlotte trained and became a solicitor; they were so proud of her she worked hard and I didn’t begrudge her a thing, I was so happy for her, but I was not her. I can remember asking them to just be grateful one of us has done well, but they kept saying I was lazy. That wasn’t the case I just could not do it. I wanted to. I wanted them to be proud of me just like they were of Charlotte. As time went on I got in with the wrong crowd, nothing too serious never in trouble with the police, we just didn’t have our minds on studying, I was more interested in music and fashion. I just couldn’t wait to leave school and get a job, earn some money and become independent. Boys were on the scene but nothing that serious, I just wanted to live life and travel the world. A solicitor’s office was not for me, come to that any office job was out the question. Freedom was the top of my list, but I needed my parents to understand me, I wanted their blessing more than anything else, why couldn’t they be proud of me for who I was. It wasn’t too much to ask Carole was it? The time came to leave school; my exam results were OK but not that great, so I ended up going to do a course on travel and hospitality at college. The parents weren’t that happy, but I think they could see I was trying and things got a bit easier at home, and with a part-time job as a waitress things were fine.


    ‘Charlotte had been dating a young solicitor called James, his father owned the law firm she worked for. As you can imagine, Mum and Dad couldn’t have been happier, they could really be one up on the neighbours now, but it took a lot of pressure off me. James was really nice but not as ambitious as Charlotte; he was out to have fun and enjoy life. I think my parents wanted him to take life a bit more seriously but they weren’t going to rock the boat. He was such a good catch and my sister would never want for anything. My mum started to have family dinner parties which involved lots of family we hadn’t seen for years, I don’t think they would have been so keen if he had been a bin man, it was any excuse to show him off. Finally, the wedding was being planned, James’s dad insisted on paying for most of it, only the best for his only son, he said. My mother was in her element, the pressure was well and truly off me for months, as long as I agreed to be a bridesmaid and wear a lilac dress, that would keep them very happy. I would have worn a pink dress with yellow spots on, as long as they were off my back, and let me get on with my life, and for now they were, thank God.


    ‘When James organised anything for Charlotte or my mum and dad he always insisted I went along, I just did it to keep everyone happy. Having said that I quite liked being around him, he was good fun and didn’t take life too seriously. The one thing he didn’t seem to like were any boyfriends I’d bring along; he was always quite rude to them and made it so obvious it frightened them off. My mum said it was my imagination but I knew she didn’t believe that really, none of them were that serious; anyway the last thing I needed was a relationship. I had big plans for my life; I was going to travel the world doing what? At that time I still wasn’t sure. There were three weeks to go to the wedding day and home life was hell; my mother had bought four outfits and still wasn’t sure which to wear, my dad joked that she could have one for each season of the year, so whatever the weather she was prepared. My dress didn’t do a lot for me but it was Charlotte’s day not mine, her dress was way over the top – white of course – with so much fabric you could have made a dozen dresses out of it, but it was what she wanted and it was her big day. I kept thinking there’s no way I’d have a wedding like this, all the dieting was just insane, all the hassle just for a couple of hours and with what it must be costing, you could feed a third world country for years.


    ‘James had organised his stag party for the same night as Charlotte’s hen party, both of them doing similar things, a meal then on to a club, which was fine by me. The girls’ party would be a quiet affair, Charlotte and her friends didn’t drink more than a couple of glasses of wine each so we’d be home by midnight. Although this would be James’s second stag party because he had a long weekend in Amsterdam with six of his mates. I couldn’t keep my mouth shut when I heard this. I said that men only go to Amsterdam for one thing and I could tell my parents thought the same. My mum said “Don’t go saying things like that, not all men are the same, and don’t let your sister hear you talking like that.” James was a flirt and I’d seen him eyeing girls up when we had all been out together, but it was not my problem as I wasn’t the one marrying him. I did think when I first met him that Charlotte would have her hands full with him, and would need eyes in the back of her head. I knew it was not the way to be looking at it, but at least she would get a big fat divorce settlement if it all went wrong.


    ‘Party night had arrived and there were twelve of us girls; we ate at a lovely restaurant. It was nice to be waited on for a change and not be the waitress. Everything was going fine and my sister let her hair down which was good. I was happy for her, she was so excited, and this was a side of her I hadn’t seen for years. The only thing was, I seemed to be drinking at least two glasses of wine for every one the others drank but that was OK with me. All the girls had decided not to go to a club but stay in the restaurant; the owners were very happy because we were spending money and lots of it. This was fine by me as I wasn’t really in the mood to be chatted up by a stream of drunken lads in the club anyway. About eleven thirty Charlotte’s phone rang, it was James. He had locked his keys in his flat and because he wasn’t driving he’d forgotten to pick his keys up when he closed the door. He wanted to know if she had her key on her and could he pick it up. Luckily she had and she said she would send them in a taxi with one of her mates who was leaving early. I’d decided to leave at the same time and share the taxi, as I’d got to work a breakfast shift in the morning and needed to be up really early. Charlotte was staying at her friend’s house which was in the opposite direction, so off Rachel and myself went. When we got to his flat he was sat on the wall. I got out to give him the key but when he saw us he asked both of us in for a drink to thank us for going out of our way, and although neither of us wanted to we said yes just to shut him up. He didn’t have any wine only spirits so we both had a vodka and then another. We got him to phone us a taxi, when it arrived he tried to get us to stay longer and in the end, cutting a long story short, Rachel left but I stayed for another drink; by this time I was quite drunk. I should have known what his little game was, but it was too late, I was stuck there. I can remember thinking to myself, I’ll be OK he won’t try it on with me because he’s marrying my sister.


    ‘I asked him to phone a taxi while I went to the toilet but when I came back he said they were busy and it would be half an hour. I sat on the sofa then he came over and sat beside me. The next thing I knew we were kissing. I knew it was wrong and if it wasn’t for the drink I would never have done it. One thing led to another and before I could stop him he dragged me into his bedroom and he was all over me. All I can really remember was how rough he was; he kept saying “This is what you’ve been waiting for, all the time I’ve been going out with your sister you’ve wanted me I could tell.” I couldn’t answer him because he was hurting me, he kept calling me a slag and telling me I needed sorting out and he was the one who was going to do it. It was horrible, then I passed out.


    ‘When I came around there was lots of screaming and shouting; as I opened my eyes Charlotte was in the room. I could hear James blaming me saying, “She wouldn’t leave, she’s a slag, she forced herself on me and it’s not the first time she’s tried it.” I felt ill, I just wanted to be sick. We were both naked on his bed, what had I done? I ran to the bathroom and put my head down the toilet and threw up, God was I sick, the screaming stopped and I heard doors slamming, Charlotte had gone. With that, James started shouting at me “Now look what you’ve done you stupid cow everything is ruined. My life is finished, if she tells my dad he will throw me out of the practice, I wont have anything, no job, no money, no life.”


    ‘I dressed and left. I got a taxi and went home. As it pulled up outside, I could see all the lights were on and I knew what was coming. Who would they believe? I was family, I was their daughter, surely they would believe me, and how could I have been so stupid? James had been to Amsterdam, which said it all. My dad knew what type of bloke he was so I hoped they must believe me because I’m innocent; he got me drunk, I’m not to blame. As I put the key in the front door, it opened suddenly and all three of them were there. Both my mum and sister were crying and Charlotte was shouting “How could you Victoria, you’ve always been jealous of me, everything I’ve ever had you’ve wanted, you could never bear to see me happy.” My dad’s face said it all. He was furious, which reminded me of when I was a child and had drawn on the wall with a crayon. I can remember it as if it was yesterday, it was the only time my father had ever hit me, or should I say slapped me, right across the back of my legs. That time I deserved it but not this time, this time I was the innocent one. James took advantage of me; I shouldn’t have gone into his flat as I knew what kind of bloke he was, why wouldn’t they believe me? I walked right past them and went up to my room; God knows what was going to happen next.


    ‘I laid awake most of the night, eventually I guess I must have fallen asleep. The next thing I knew it was morning and my mum was in my room. She was still very upset and saying “Why would you do such a thing? What would make you want to ruin your sister’s life?” I tried to tell her it was him, he’d got me drunk, but she was not having any of it. Then she said James had been round and told them I had come on to him, that I was very drunk and wouldn’t take no for an answer. He was drunk, and too weak to say no, then as she walked away she said that the wedding was off and Charlotte was going to tell people the reason why, she wasn’t the guilty one. Escape, I kept telling myself, run away. I packed my bags and went to stay at a friend’s house. I stayed there for months and all the while my family knew where I was staying but never once tried to contact me, not even my mum, which was the bit that hurt the most. I did keep in contact with my aunt, my mum’s sister Mary, but over the next few years my parents disowned me, they never ever tried to contact me, and we grew further and further apart.


    ‘Mary and I would meet for lunch every couple of weeks. She believed me, Mary had never liked James, she always said he was a Jack the lad, and Charlotte would have to keep him on a lead. She said that at their engagement party he was eyeing up every girl in sight. The most important thing she said was that my mum believed me, but would not say so because my dad and sister would have been furious. Charlotte stayed working for James’s dad and she was doing very well; his father had taken her side so James had left the firm, moved to Devon, and was living with family there which was really good for Charlotte. I might have cocked up her personal life but her job was going great guns, so at least something good had come out of this sorry story. “Go and get your life started” Mary would say “You’re young, intelligent and beautiful, enjoy life and don’t become like me or your mum. We just settled for marriage as we were both pregnant at twenty-three. Go see the world and have a life first.” She was right, that’s what I’d always wanted to do. The last thing I needed in my life was a bloke like James, or any type of bloke come to that.


    ‘My life did start to change very quickly, in fact it was on a very wet Saturday lunchtime in Birmingham a few of my friends and I had gone to the Clothes Show Live. We all loved clothes and wanted to see what freebees we could get. We were just looking for somewhere to get a coffee when a woman came up to me and asked if I had ever done any modelling. We all laughed and Clare, one of my mates, piped up and said “I’ve been telling her that for years”, but I’d always laughed it off. Well one thing led to another and I ended up having some Polaroids taken, which I personally thought were bad but the woman who took them was very excited; she wanted me to go to London in a couple of weeks for a meeting with her and the agency she worked for. I just thought nothing would come from it. I would be one of hundreds of girls; it would cost me a lot of money, but they offered to pay my train fare so what had I got to lose. I just thought about a day’s shopping in London and a quick meeting with them to tell me they could turn me into a supermodel if I gave them a large amount of money, I don’t think so.


    ‘The day had arrived and I was going to make the most of my day out. I booked the first train to London and the last one back so I could have a full day of shopping therapy. The meeting was planned for eleven thirty so I would arrive in London for nine fifteen so I could do Regents Street first, have the meeting which would be over within an hour I reckoned, then the highlight of my day, Harrods and Harvey Nicks in the afternoon. I was so excited about that. I arrived in London, spent some time in Selfridges, and then went off to the meeting. The office I had to go to was huge with loads of photos on the walls of girls I recognised from magazines and telly ads, I was really taken aback. My stomach had butterflies and I wondered if this could actually be true, but Vic this doesn’t happen to girls like me. The receptionist was very friendly, he led me into a waiting room and asked if I would like anything to drink. He said Rose would be with me shortly, she was the woman I’d met in Birmingham. He pointed out there were some magazines to look at while I was waiting. He was very funny and over the top quite camp. You would have thought he owned the agency but he was very nice and made me feel at ease. There was a friendly atmosphere to the place, but the thing that had surprised me was I’d expected to see hundreds of other girls here too. There were other girls around but they all looked as if they belonged there. I seemed to be the only one there for an appointment and was beginning to think I should take this more seriously and not just see it as a fun shopping trip.


    ‘Rose came in about twenty minutes later with another woman. She apologised for being late and introduced the woman with her as Maggie who was one of the women who owned the agency. Both were very friendly and Maggie explained what type of agency they were, and how very interested they were in me. Apparently I had a good bone structure and a very fresh look and they thought if I was interested, they could work with me. Then it hit me that this was serious, this could be big. ‘Don’t mess it up,’ I kept telling myself. My photo could be one of the ones on the wall in reception, God, I could be in magazines which is really freaky. After about two hours of talks the long and the short of it was that I was going to move to London and share a house with five other girls, have a portfolio started and go for some castings, nothing big just some catalogue shoots. This was madness, a whole new life in two hours and no time to think.


    ‘The move to London was not a bit dramatic; the girls in the house were great and we all got on OK because we were all in the same boat. A few of them had done some high profile jobs, but like they said, once one job was done it was on to the next, more castings; none of us were in the big league, we could not quite become divas yet. I kept in contact with Aunt Mary who passed the stories I told her on to my mum along with my new address and a mobile number, but like Mary said my mum didn’t want to rock the boat with my dad and sister, and just told her to send me her love, which at least was something.


    ‘Work took off for me and in less than three months I had got at least one job a week; the agency also gave me a lot of support and training. I found the work fun and didn’t take it as seriously as some of the other girls. The agency were keen for me to learn the catwalk as it would get me noticed in more areas of the industry. With the fashion shows came the travelling and the parties, a whole new world mixing with actors and celebs, I just loved it. The travelling was interesting and although you didn’t get to see much of the country you were in and some days you weren’t actually sure what country you were in, I just loved it. One of the best things that came with the job was the independence; the money I was earning was more than I could ever have dreamt of. I was able to buy a nice flat, have fabulous clothes and go on great holidays. The job isn’t all about not eating and lots of bitching, although there’s plenty of it, but I keep myself out of all that. You get one go in life, it’s not a rehearsal, this is it and this girl is going to live life to the full.


    ‘That’s why I have my apartment here in Tenerife; this is where I come to recharge my batteries and do nothing and it’s the best thing I have ever spent my money on. It’s the silly things I appreciate about being here; not having to put tons of make-up on and not having to be up at some unearthly time to be at a photo shoot, and best of all not having my hair pulled to bits by an over-enthusiastic young hairdresser. This is home, it may be only for a few days a month but this is my home, such a wonderful feeling. You can keep all the five-star hotels I stay in and the chauffeur-driven flash cars. Give me the pool, sunshine, and my balcony, not forgetting a bottle of red wine. The thing I love about it here is that no one comes with me: I’ve never invited any friends, not even Aunt Mary; my place back in London is always full of friends and girls I work with but not here. A lot of them know I have this apartment and I am just honest with them and say it’s my sanctuary and all my true friends accept that. Maybe one day I might share it, but not at the moment.


    ‘Thank you again Carole, for putting me up, but most of all thanks for listening. I think I really needed that. You’re a great listener. Most people would start giving advice and that’s not what I need. I know I am a very lucky person to live the life I have, and I’m not in any position to complain but it would be great to share it with my family, to show them what I have achieved over the years.’


    ‘Victoria, one day I am sure you will share all your success with your family. With all you have told me I do wonder if you would have done the things you’ve done and had all the success you had, if the things with your family had not have happened. I believe everything in life is for a reason. What that reason is yet I don’t know, but I am sure good always comes out on top, and you deserve to be very happy.’


    Oh Collette, it is times like this I wish you could give me some advice. What more could I say to make Victoria feel better? Like she said she is very lucky and has so much in many ways but in other ways she has nothing. I wish there was something I could do.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    Collette, I can’t believe I haven’t yet told you anything about Dolly and Nicolas. Our resident nosey parker, Dolly is called lots of things by different apartment owners: witch, gossip, policewoman, caretaker, and that’s just five of the nice ones. Oh, let’s get started Collette.


    Apart from chatting to people around the complex, one of the first to sit with me on the bench was Dolly. She had Toby with her, a friendly little dog and a mixture of Yorkie and poodle I think, I’ve never been brave enough to ask. Dolly told me I must be a nice person as Toby is only friendly to good people, which was encouraging; she said there are some people in the apartments he always has a go at. I’ve noticed, for instance, P and P hate him, and I have seen him barking at Jeremy, but then I would bark at him too. Dolly explained that Nicolas and she moved to Tenerife six years ago when he retired from the civil service; he had been in the army before that and they had lived abroad for many years with the army in Cyprus. Once he retired they decided that they hated the British winter and that’s why they’re here, and they have never looked back. They are forever going out; they don’t stay out that late at night, because they don’t like to leave Toby too long, but they just love their dancing, and they will be in any hotel which has dancing. Nicolas and Dolly are very fit for their age and it just goes to show with the right attitude older people don’t have to give up when they retire. I would love to have that outlook when I get to my seventies.


    Dolly does have a couple of problems which I think everyone is aware of. She is nosey and the biggest gossip in the apartments. She puts P and P in the shade, which doesn’t make her very popular with people but she can’t see this, which I find really funny. Her purpose in life is to make Jeremy’s life hell, not a day goes by without her moaning to him about one or all of the people renting his apartments, whether they’re noisy coming in at night or their kids are screaming. The apartments could all be empty and she would still moan. The thing is we could all complain to her about Toby’s barking, but no one ever does which is very strange. I do find I spend some of my time avoiding her; the good thing is, she is a creature of habit and you can set your clock by her, so it’s possible to keep out of her way. Toby has his walks at eight a.m., twelve p.m. then five thirty, just before they go out, and then a quick lap around the block before bedtime. I’m not the only one to avoid her, I would think ninety per cent of people do as well.


    Neither Peter or Paul can stand her; they like Nicolas and feel sorry for him. Peter lets most of what she has to say go over his head and smiles and says yes and no in the right places, but, and it’s a big but, she gets to Paul. It’s been known to ruin his day if she says the wrong thing. She has a habit of asking him if he has put on weight, or if he thinks he is looking good, she will say are you not well Paul you’re looking very drawn and tired. He goes mad and takes it out on the rest of us. We all tell him she’s doing it to wind him up, but he can’t see it. Nadean can’t stand her and if only Dolly knew who she was, she would have a field day. She just keeps saying Nadean I’m sure we have met before, and I’d swear that Dolly, Nadean and Felicity are in competition with each other as to who can put the most make-up on, or perhaps that’s why Paul doesn’t like her as they all outdo him? Only joking, he only has a bit of eyeliner and concealer, not forgetting his orange tan.


    One of the other people who has a problem with Dolly is Riley. She is always going up to his latest girlfriends saying, ‘Are you the new one? The last one was a lot thinner than you, and she had nice long blonde hair. It’s strange you must be the first who is not blonde.’ He doesn’t let her get to him and just says to her ‘I didn’t think we were allowed pets on this complex,’ and off she trots as she knows that’s the case, but I don’t think anything would ever be done about it, Toby is a part of the complex just as much as everyone else. But Colette, I’m afraid Riley does change his girlfriends a lot, in some cases weekly, Dolly would say daily; she is always telling me I fuss over him too much, but more about that later.


    The one person she does get on with is Martin, I think because she knows that most of the time he uses her. Martin does a lot of airport runs for holidaymakers to save them getting taxis, and I think she finds him the people and then gets a cut of the money, which suits them both. She also gets on with Rosa who has a little boy who Toby likes so that means Dolly likes them too.


    So If I was summing Dolly up, I would say apart from her gossiping she was harmless, no secrets, no skeletons, and the best security system on the complex. She doesn’t miss a trick, even when she is out dancing she seems to know what’s happening, I have often wondered whether Toby is actually human and reports back to her. As for Nicolas: if Dolly’s happy so is he, he’s doesn’t ask a lot out of life, nice sunny weather, a few pints, and the sports channel, not forgetting the odd bit of gossip.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    Well Collette, I haven’t written my diary for days now but nothing much has happened, just the usual routine, I’ve spoken to a few people around the pool, and I’ve not been anywhere for drinks, not even a coffee with anyone. I do like the days that I spend by myself, but I wouldn’t like to be without my friends for very long, although the odd day is great, just to settle down with a book or some music, the naps in the afternoon shade, it’s a million miles from my old life. Well that’s a short bit of writing; the doorbell’s just rung. I will be back; you never know it might be something worth telling you about.


    I am back and I’m afraid nothing to tell you, it was only Riley to tell me he has to work back to back shifts for three days, so he will stay at the hotel and not to worry if I don’t see him around. Anybody would think I am his mother, in a strange way I think I would quite like that as he needs looking after, even at twenty-six. Although I think I’m more of a mate, there’s a lot of lying to be done for that young man, but I don’t mind because things haven’t been easy for him over the last few years, and he deserves some happiness. His heart is in the right place, it’s a pity his dick isn’t. Collette, I’ve never really gone into details of Riley’s life, he has had to grow up very quickly and go from being a boy to a man in just a few years, but if he was a son of mine I would be so proud of him.


    We first met two years ago when he moved into the apartments. He moved into number two which is the apartment underneath mine. I knew he must work in one of the local hotels as they owned that apartment and during the last five years of living here there have been several people in and out of it. Most kept themselves to themselves and really only used it for a place to sleep between shifts, which was great as not having anyone in there meant I could turn my music up without having to worry that I was disturbing anyone. I remember the day Riley moved in very clearly. I saw this thin, weedy young man coming up the stairs with a couple of suitcases and a few bin liners, I said hello and he sort of smiled but he didn’t look well. A few days passed and I didn’t see him, but I could hear him downstairs, the odd door closing and the television now and again. It bothered me in a funny kind of way but not in my normal nosey way, something told me he needed help, a motherly kind of help, how could I do it without coming across as an interfering busybody? I pondered on it for a couple of days and then it just came to me. Be honest Carole, just go down and ask if there was anything he needed, tell him who lives here in the other apartments, and just be myself, not forgetting to take a big bottle of wine along with me, that always works as a last resort.


    So I bided my time and one evening down I went, bottle in hand, and to my surprise he gave me a very friendly welcome. As I was to find out later he was glad to see a friendly face, so we got the small talk over with and opened the wine. I told him a bit about myself, not all the gory details just the ones I wanted him to know. We had a laugh about a few things, mostly about Peter and Paul and how over-friendly they were when they first saw him, we both knew why. Riley said he couldn’t close his door quick enough. I told him that they’re harmless really and both live in a fantasy world, they think they are Tom Cruise and Brad Pitt but they are actually more like Christopher Biggins and John Inman. I’m only joking they’re not that bad really, but give them an inch they would take a mile, or should I say a dick. Poor Riley he’s going to have to put up with them staring at him, I’m sure he will cope. Over the years others have come under their spell or so they like to think. I told him there was someone worse than P and P and that’s Nadean. He needed to watch out for her; she was an experienced older woman who would like a nice young man like him, she would have him for a light lunch. With that he lowered his head and when he looked up there were tears in his eyes, he looked so sad and very fragile, I said to him ‘I’m sorry I didn’t mean to upset you,’ but he couldn’t answer and he got up and hurried to the bathroom. God what have I said, had someone close to him died, or was he ill, what could I do to help?


    Riley came out the bathroom, but didn’t come back into the lounge. I heard him in the kitchen and when he reappeared he had another bottle of wine in his hand. He said he hadn’t had a drink since moving in, he’d felt it was a big mistake drinking by yourself when you’re down in the dumps, but he was in the mood for a drink tonight, he needed it and felt safe drinking because I was there. I told him I didn’t want to pry into his business, but if there was anything I could do to help him he only had to ask. He looked at me as he poured us both another glass, and said yes he needed to talk to someone who would understand. He had just split up from a relationship and was so confused and felt numb and didn’t know what to do next, he had no one to turn to for help, and I asked him if he had family to turn to but he said he had burned all his bridges there. Up to a week ago there was only one person in his life, Jane was all that mattered, but not any more as she was gone for good. He looked a broken man, I should say boy because he looked so young. With that the tears started again, I told him to take it slowly, and start from the beginning as we have all the time in the world.


    ‘It all started six years ago when I was only eighteen and working as a waiter in a hotel, my first proper job after leaving school. I’d been there a few months and was enjoying it. The staff were great, everything was fun and very carefree. My parents were very disappointed with me especially my dad. He had an electrical business and just took it for granted that I would train then work with him. I knew he was gutted and really upset, but it was my life and it just didn’t interest me one little bit. I felt bad but what could I do?


    ‘The life at the hotel was great and I made good money if you took my tips into account; I was still living at home with my parents and I didn’t have a care in the world. I’d worked there about eight months when one evening a woman came in the restaurant and being a friendly chap and wanting a good tip we had a laugh. She explained she would be living in the hotel for quite a few months as she had been transferred to the area with the company she worked for, a major cosmetic chain. She told me to call her Jane, and over the next few weeks the other staff joked that she was after me. I used to laugh with them and say she was old enough to be my mother, but she was only thirty-five. She was very good-looking and I was actually very attracted to her, and it was becoming very obvious that she fancied me. I kept ignoring any comments she made about meeting outside of the hotel, I did fancy her but I didn’t want all my mates taking the piss out of me. Some nights I even made sure that someone else served her, which she wasn’t very pleased about, and on those nights she would complain about the food, the head chef would go mad and tell the manager I must serve her which would stop her complaining and it would always cause a laugh with everyone.


    ‘After about two months Jane said she was moving out of the hotel, she had bought a flat which was near to the hotel. She said I would have to pop in and have a coffee some time. On her last night she said her goodbyes to all the staff and left some small gifts for us all which was really nice, and everything was left OK. We had nearly finished laying the restaurant for breakfast when the phone rang; it was Jane asking for a pot of coffee. The staff joked it was my big chance. I laughed it off and said if I’m not back within ten minutes, come and rescue me. When I got to the room the door was on the latch so I knocked and Jane said “come in.” She was stood by the window with a towel around her. As I put the tray down and went to walk away Jane let the towel fall to the floor. I was so stunned I didn’t know what to do and just closed the door and ran. I went back to the restaurant but didn’t say a thing to anyone. As an eighteen year old to have it put on a plate like that was very tempting, what should I do, she wouldn’t be living in the hotel any more so that wouldn’t be a problem, no one would have any idea when I visited her. I presumed it was just sex she was after and not a relationship, which would suit me, and despite being very nervous I was sure she could teach me a thing or two. What could be better, an older attractive, experienced woman: every young boy’s dream.


    ‘About three weeks passed and I hadn’t seen or heard from Jane, and was beginning to think I’d blown my chances, when I bumped into her on my way to work one day. We chatted about her job, my job, just general chit-chat really, then she asked me when my next night off was. I knew what she wanted, she was ready to eat me alive and I was ready for it, but could I handle this older woman, would I come across as an experienced lover or just as the dithering boy that I was? My next days off were Sunday and Monday; she said that was great because she was off on Monday too, and asked me around for a meal on Sunday night. She said we wouldn’t have to worry about how much we drank as we’d have the next day to recover. Christ, there was no getting out of it now, but did I want to get out of it? I didn’t think so, maybe this woman was going to turn me into a man.


    ‘For the next three days I was so nervous, I didn’t mention it to anyone and I had no reason to, the staff at work wouldn’t guess, they were my days off and I would tell my parents I was going out with some mates, and I’d be staying at one of their houses, no questions asked. The night finally arrived, I’d bought a new shirt and a pair of Calvin Klein pants, I was out to impress, could I pull this off? I hoped so, perhaps I would even impress myself. On the way I stopped at the off-licence and bought a good bottle of red wine which is what Jane drinks. I rang the bell and said to myself ‘You’re going into this flat a boy and coming out a man, go for it Riley.’ Jane’s flat was small but very modern. I sat on the sofa and she was on the chair, everything was going well. She had cooked a nice spaghetti bolognese and we were on the second bottle of wine before the meal was over; I was feeling very relaxed, especially as she hadn’t pounced yet. We talked about both our pasts. Jane had been married once, but only for a couple of years and was now divorced. She was very happy with her life and her career was very important to her; not much to tell about my past so that was quite a short conversation. Then finally it happened. She came back from the kitchen and sat beside me; the next thing I knew we were kissing, it felt great and so natural, one thing led to another and we ended up in bed, which was just out of this world and when we finally went to sleep it was four fifteen in the morning and I felt fantastic. It was about nine thirty before I woke and Jane wasn’t in the bed with me, but I could hear her in the bathroom. She came back in to the bedroom and climbed back into bed, and that’s where we stayed until three o’clock that afternoon. I’d been transported to another world, a world that I never wanted to leave, so I stayed that night and left for work on Tuesday morning grinning like a Cheshire cat.


    ‘I went into work on the Tuesday with my big secret; I was keeping it to myself for now, not that it was something to be embarrassed about, but it did feel strange. I felt so different, just like the first time I was allowed to walk home from school by myself, I felt grown up then and I certainly did now. I’d left Jane’s flat a man and not the shy boy who went in on Sunday night. A few days passed and we hadn’t seen or spoken to each other since Tuesday morning, so Friday on the way to work I posted a card through her letterbox saying how much I’d enjoyed my evening. It felt strange but I missed her and not just the sex, it was being with her that I missed, I wanted Jane in my life there was no question about that. That evening Jane phoned the hotel and left a message for me to phone her back, which I did, and ended up going around after work. I made a quick call to my mum to let her know I wasn’t coming home but I lied and said I was staying at the hotel. This was a lie that would be used for many months to come. We had another great night, the sex was amazing. Jane made me feel that I was a real man, I felt in control, and not like some inexperienced kid still learning, which was exactly what I was. This arrangement of me going around after work continued for several weeks. Spending all our days off together was great, we laughed so much, we even liked the same music and films, we had so much in common and life was just so good.


    ‘The time came when the staff at work were getting too nosey. I wasn’t going out for a drink with them after work anymore, so they wanted to know what I was up to. I made excuses for a week or so, but after talking it over with Jane I decided to spill the beans. There were mixed reactions but I’d didn’t expect anything else, and to be honest I couldn’t give a damn. I wanted to be with Jane and no one was going to stop me. The age difference wasn’t a problem to us, she was a very beautiful woman and I was really proud to be with her. Jane met a few of my friends and I’d met some of Jane’s friends and workmates. No one seemed to have a problem with us dating, and let’s face it if they did have a problem they wouldn’t have been true friends. The more time we spent together the more we both realised we were falling in love, and what a wonderful feeling it was. It was getting a bit difficult at home to keep it secret, I was almost living at Jane’s, so I told my parents I was going to move into the hotel’s staff accommodation, which would mean I was on hand to do extra shifts; they believed me and I did actually stay at the hotel on the odd night when I had a late finish and Jane had an early start. Life was really good and we had great times together; weekends away and the odd holiday, we were so much in love, but the time was coming when I had to tell my mum and dad. I knew it wouldn’t be easy for them but nothing in the world prepared me for the reaction I got.


    ‘When the time came to tell them, Jane and I decided it would be best if I did it by myself, and as much as I wanted her to be there we thought they would be more comfortable if she wasn’t. I went around one evening for a meal, nothing unusual about that, everything was great then I dropped the bombshell and told them that I’d got a new girlfriend and we’ve been seeing each other for quite some time, which they looked and sounded really pleased about until I said there was something else. I said her name is Jane and she’s thirty-five. My God, their faces just dropped to the floor which was just what I was dreading. My mum looked so upset, but my dad was so angry. He said “Your mother and I are only just in our forties, what the hell do you think you’re up to, or more to the point what does this woman think she’s up to, she’s nearly old enough to be your mother.” He demanded I stopped seeing her and that I moved out of the hotel and go back to live here at home so they could keep an eye on me. If only they had realised we were already living together. A lot more arguing, and they went on and on until I walked out, this was just what I expected would happen. I was really mad with them, how could they, didn’t they want me to be happy, I wasn’t drinking or taking drugs. OK, I only had an average job, but at least I had a job. I’d never been in trouble with the police, OK, I wasn’t the perfect son my dad had hoped for, but I wasn’t that bad. In fact I was far from it. Why oh why didn’t they want to see me happy?


    ‘The months went by and I tried so many times to sort everything out, but the only thing that would sort it out was the one thing I wasn’t prepared to do, and that was to split up with Jane. She was my whole life and everything I needed to make me happy. Then the opportunity arose for Jane and me to really start a brand new life together, here in Tenerife. The company that Jane worked for needed someone to run their Las Americas branch. We didn’t need to give it a second thought and jumped at the opportunity. Within weeks we were here and I managed to get a job in a hotel and really enjoy it. Our life was great, with the weather and social life we were having a ball and that lasted for years. I really believed we would be together forever and I didn’t think there was anything wrong with or relationship. Then one evening we were sat having a drink and she just came out with it. She wanted us to separate; she said she needed her own space, and that the time we’d shared together had been great but it was time to move on. I asked if she’d met anyone else and she said no, she’d just thought the relationship had run its course. I was devastated, my whole world had fallen apart, but she made her decision and there was no going back. So Carole, that’s why I’m living here alone. My whole life has been turned upside down, I gave up my family and all my friends for her, I moved here to be with her, and I know I need to start all over again, but I’m finding it so hard. Do I go back to England, do I stay here, what do I do? My life’s a mess and the only thing I’m one hundred per cent sure about is that I never want to see her again.’


    I told him ‘You’re living in a nice apartment, you have a good job on a fantastic island, and unlike me you have age on your side, you should get out there and have a great time. With all the lovely girls that come over on holiday, you should be partying every night of the week, you’re much too young to be settling down yet, there’s plenty of time for that.’ Riley laughed, he asked if I did counselling for a living and if I didn’t perhaps I should because he was feeling better already, so I must be good at it.


    I told him to get himself showered and dressed up and I would take him down to the harbour to one of my favourite restaurants and feed him up; the sea air and a decent meal would do him the world of good. We had a great night and most importantly he started to think more positively. It was the first of many nights out; I do think it’s him that makes me feel so young. As this diary goes on, Collette, you will be hearing a lot more about Riley Stevens, some good and some not so good. Oh, the grey hairs that boy has given me, I should be charging him for the counselling and lying, which I might say I seem to do quite a lot of, but most of all how he became family to me like no other person ever has (but more about that later).


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    I first met Hamilton after being here for a few weeks. I was coming back from my morning walk and as I was approaching the main gate into the complex, a big flash car appeared, which I’d not seen before but I knew in an instant who it was. We’d never met but P and P had told me all about this car and the driver. He was the infamous Hamilton, the accountant who travelled the world sorting out people’s finances. He had the apartment under Riley’s and would sometimes come here for just a few days a month and other times stay for a whole month. He was a bit of a loner and didn’t mix with anyone at the complex. The story goes that he once told Dolly to mind her own business when she asked him where he had just come back from so he’s one of the only people she doesn’t gossip about, which makes me think the rumours must be true. P and P are just very jealous of him and would love to be living the life he leads, but as you will discover later I don’t think they would want his lonely life at all. As I started to go up the stairs to my apartment, he was going up with his bags. He said hello, and I introduced myself. He was quite friendly and not a bit like I’d been told. He said he had been working in Canada for the last five weeks and was home for about ten days, I said that would be a nice rest and he agreed, he told me that he really needed the break.


    Well, a couple of days later I was down by the pool; not on my bench because a couple from one of Jeremy’s apartment were shading themselves under the tree. I was on one of the sun loungers at the end of the pool when he came over to talk. He asked me how I was settling in, I said it still felt like I was on holiday and it still didn’t seem like this was my home yet. He said he could understand how I felt, he felt the same way. I could tell the only way I would ever find out anything about him was if I talked about myself. I explained I’d just sold up in Bristol, and was starting a new life here. He remarked on how exciting that must be, a whole new life. I found that a little strange. This is a man who travels the world but finds my life exciting. I was eager to find out what made him tick, but didn’t want to pry like Dolly would have, so I told him the Glenda, Rula story which made him laugh. He reckoned I was a brave woman to do what I did. I didn’t tell him about the inheritance which is what had made me brave in the first place. I told him he should have a nice rest before he takes on the big bad world again, it can be lonely out there in that world. He looked at me and said ‘That’s the only word to describe my world.’


    I asked ‘What, big?’


    ‘No,’ he said, ‘lonely. It doesn’t matter how many people are around you, your life can be so very lonely.’ I told him that life never has to be like that, not for anyone. I didn’t see that much of Hamilton after that, and when I did it was just a quick hello and general chit-chat. I suppose during that year he would come over about four times staying for a week to ten days at a time. One day, Riley had informed me he was having a little party. That to me meant young people and loud music, so I decided to go out for the evening which wasn’t a problem. P and P had gone over to the Gran Canaria for a few days, so it was nice to go for a walk and a bite to eat. Since living here I’d never had a problem going into a restaurant by myself; I would never have done it in England but I did enjoy it here. I walked down to the harbour and browsed through the shops. I stopped and had a gin and tonic in a bar looking out to sea, then I decided I fancied pasta. There was a nice Italian restaurant on the way back up the hill to home. It was usually quite quiet and the staff are always very friendly. When I got there the waiters made a fuss of me as usual which I always enjoy; they sat me at a table in the little courtyard. I ordered a drink and was looking at the menu when someone came up and said ‘Good evening, Carole.’ It was Hamilton. He could see I was alone and asked if he could join me, so I said ‘Of course, it would be lovely to have some company.’


    We both ordered and decided to share a bottle of wine and we got chatting. I knew it would be hard for him to talk about himself but that wasn’t a problem. We gossiped about the other residents in the complex; I didn’t repeat any of the stories I’d been told in confidence, just things in general, like how nosey Dolly was and how P and P are always flirting with him. He said Riley has the same problem. We laughed about it. I said that they’re harmless really as they both think they are still eighteen. He thought how strange Jeremy was; he said ‘That man is full of secrets, there’s no way he’s got all that he has by being honest. Oh I’m sorry Carole, Jeremy and his wife aren’t friends of yours are they?’


    I burst out laughing, ‘God no, he gives me the creeps.’ He told me Victoria had said the exact same thing to him, and by the way how many facelifts has his wife had anyway.


    It was turning into a lovely evening and we were on our second bottle of wine when Hamilton looked at me and said, ‘Carole, you haven’t asked anything about me. You’ve asked what countries I travel to, you asked what my work entails, but you haven’t asked about where I grew up or anything about my family, so why not?’


    I looked at him and said, ‘I sensed you didn’t want to talk about it, and besides it’s not my business to pry into your life.’


    ‘Carole, no one has ever said that to me before, most people just want to find out about my past, why I am living alone here in Tenerife, and why I don’t talk about parents and family.’


    ‘Hamilton, if you wanted to talk about your family you would, I just think there are things that you want to keep private. The thing is, the way we all live our lives everyone has things they want to keep to themselves and that includes me. Even I have things I wouldn’t want you to know.’


    ‘You are a very honest woman, Carole, I don’t think you’d ever judge anyone, you would just take them for what they are, and I think that’s a great way for a person to live their lives. There are things I never talk about and I do realise that I should, and probably should have done years ago. Maybe I wouldn’t be so screwed up and alone now because of them.


    ‘You see Carole, I’ve been a big disappointment to my family, from the time I left school, which is a good twenty-five years. I could never be the child they wanted. I have hurt them deeply. Still when I look into my father’s eyes I can see his sadness and disappointment.’


    ‘But Hamilton, you have a really good job, you own your own home and are a clean living person, what more do they want?’


    ‘The job is good, Carole, I travel the world, and I’m one of the top accountants of my profession but all that is not good enough. You see I went to boarding school when I was five, as did my two brothers and my father and his father before him. All of them became doctors, but not me, I was the only male for years who didn’t. I let him down. “All that money wasted”, that’s the way he sees it, but I didn’t have the brains to be a doctor, my father couldn’t see that. He just thought I was lazy but that wasn’t the case. I tried so hard to please him and my grandfather, and even after all these years I’m still trying to please him, but with little success. He’s so ashamed of me when he’s at meetings with his Harley Street colleagues and he has to say one of this three sons is not in the medical profession, and worse still when they ask what I do and he has to tell them that I’m just a money man. It doesn’t matter that they all have accountants, and they wouldn’t be as wealthy as they were if it wasn’t for people like me. I’m still not good enough and never will be.’


    ‘What about your mother, Hamilton? What’s her take on all of this? After all you are her son.’


    ‘My dear mum is from the generation that believes that she should be grateful to my father for marrying her and giving her such a good life, it’s not her place to speak up. She once said “Your father is the head of this household, he knows best and it’s not for us to question his decisions,” and she truly believes that. She’s never been allowed to speak for herself, even what they eat is decided by him, and when they go on holiday he chooses where they go. I’m sure there are places she would love to go to, but I bet she’s never even told him that she’d like to visit them, she’s just so thankful to him for everything. It is so sad, she deserves so much more, and it would only upset her if I even suggested such a thing. Oh Carole, could you see a woman nowadays putting up with such things?’


    ‘But Hamilton, is that the real reason you’re lonely? There are lots of people who don’t see their families. Even those who don’t have a family are not necessarily lonely, they manage to make friends and have relationships. I know you travel around the world and you’re not really in one place for very long, but that doesn’t mean you have to be lonely, most people come home to someone, why not you?’


    ‘Carole, no one has ever been that blunt with me before.’


    ‘I’m sorry Hamilton, but what is the point of me not being honest if I’m trying to help you. From what I can see you’re a very intelligent man, with a fabulous job so there must be more to it.’


    ‘I’ve had relationships. Believe it or not I’ve actually lived with three different women over the years; each time the relationships only lasted a couple of years, one just twelve months. The problem is always the same: they wanted a commitment, they wanted children, they all wanted me to settle down and get a job in England. I would have to give up so much, I love the five-star hotels, the beautiful restaurants and my flash cars. I love it when companies who have problems ask for me, they fly me all over the world and I love to be made to feel so important, when I’m working it’s great. But Carole, it is when I stop working that I just feel so empty, there should be more to my life. I feel I need to enjoy my life and the money I’m earning. You see, Carole, with all the money I have in the bank I could have retired years ago, but I don’t want to spend my money on myself let alone anyone else, I’m just so mean with my money and that’s what’s stopping me from enjoying myself, and nothing I say or do will ever change the way I feel. One of the girls I lived with was so patient and would have waited for ever for me to change, but I just couldn’t share my life with her. I don’t understand how someone can give up their independence and become a couple, let alone give everything to a child. I remember about two years ago I saw this new Jag at the motor show. I wanted it so badly even though there was a six month waiting list. I was so determined to have it. The car cost me nearly ninety thousand pounds, but I could afford it and I was going to have it, this was the thing that was finally going to make me happy. The car arrived and I was only going to use it when I was working in London. I was so excited, I just wanted to show it off. The first weekend I got it I drove down to see some friends in Brighton. I was staying with Gary, a lad I went to University with. He came out to have a look at it and the first thing he said to me was “Hamilton, it’s a great car but I just think how many holidays could I get for the price you’ve paid for that, all those beautiful countries I could visit and still have a nice new Ford Focus. “Carole, it was like being kicked in the stomach because I knew he was right. Now I hate that car every time I drive the damn thing, and yet I was so sure it was going to bring me happiness.’


    With that, the waiter came over to ask if we would like another drink, but it was very late and I was ready for home. Hamilton looked at me and said ‘You are so lucky to be able to feel it’s not just an apartment but a home, even though you live alone, Carole, you’re so content. Contentment Carole, it seems such a simple thing but I really don’t know how to go about finding it.’


    So that’s why, Collette, that with my money I want to be able to help people and I will, but Hamilton’s someone I’m not able to help, because money isn’t the answer to his problems. Money is his problem, he can only help himself, but he has to find his own way of doing that.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    It was quite a while before I met the Robinsons because they don’t live here and only use the apartment for holidays; they don’t rent it out and they only let their family and friends stay, which is good for all of us living here full-time, because the people who stayed always respected the apartment and the complex. Marjory and Keith are both semi-retired, still in their sixties and when they did come to stay kept themselves to themselves. They were very polite and always spoke to me and I thought they were very friendly but some of the other residents thought they were stuck up, I think that was because they didn’t gossip and tell everyone their business, which I respected them for. Having said that, it even took me a long time to find anything out about them. First of all they have three children, two boys and a girl, all in their thirties, called Robert, Steven, and Amanda, and Keith was a self-made man. He made his money running several corner shops and milk rounds. Both Marjory and he had worked long hours for many years just to keep a roof over their heads. Their saving grace was when a big milk delivery company bought their rounds from them. They are now semi-retired and only really keeping one shop on so their son Robert had work; this meant they could spend quite a bit of time in Tenerife. I would say out of all the people on the complex they’re the ones I least know, but it is not a problem. The thing that always makes me laugh is Riley and Pablo are forever trying to chat up their daughter, Amanda, but never getting anywhere, and as for their youngest son, Steven, P and P are always flirting with him. I don’t think I could cope with it all if they all lived here fulltime. By the way Collette, I must tell you all about Pablo or as Barbara refers to him, the body.

  


  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    Now Collette, as I promised, I will tell you about Pablo. Of all the people living here on the complex this is the one you would like the most; that is if you were the glamorous woman I imagine I’m writing to, and not just a book of blank pages. Pablo is stunning: a fit tanned body, a smile for every woman he sees whether she is seventeen or seventy; having said that, if you were seventeen you would get a hell of a lot more attention than a seventy year old. I’m sure if I was in my twenties I would definitely sleep with him, he’s the sort of man who would make sure you were well satisfied before he was; I think that’s why he’s so successful with the ladies in Tenerife. I’ve even seen him flirting with Dolly; I just think he doesn’t want to be on the wrong side of her. No, the reason I know so much about Pablo is because the apartment is owned by his mother, and when I first moved here she was still living here, and she and I had nice long chats under the shade of the tree. From what I can gather it was part of a divorce settlement, but when she remarried, Pablo moved in and she moved back to mainland Spain. The first time I met him was very funny. There was a knock at my door, and there stood a young girl who said she was looking for his apartment. She had been there sometime last week and had forgotten which one it was because she hadn’t paid much attention to the apartment number. She must have written down the wrong mobile number when Pablo had given it to her and she wanted to get hold of him. I pointed out his apartment and went back to what I was doing. Ten minutes later there was another knock on the door. It was her again. This time she was in floods of tears. She’d gone down to Pablo’s apartment and a girl had answered the door. They got talking and apparently they both thought they were his girlfriend; then they both realised he was two-timing them both. She’d come back up to see if she could wash her face and make herself presentable. I let her in and she was gone within minutes. When I went out on the balcony I saw the other girl leaving with her suitcase. Pablo had missed it all as he was still at work. A couple of hours later I went into the bathroom, and there was a watch on the side of the basin which she must have taken off when she washed her face, and with being so upset forgotten to put it back on. I thought it was very strange she didn’t come back for it, but I thought to myself I’ll keep it until tomorrow and then take it down to Pablo. The next afternoon I was sat reading by the pool when Pablo came down for a swim. I did enjoy seeing him dive in as he had such a fit body; he gave me that flirty smile and he knew I was watching him, he knew I wanted him but I was never going to let that happen, not that I had a cat in hell’s chance anyway. When he got out he started back to his apartment and I called him over and told him about the girl with the watch, and the other girl with the suitcase. He said he was sorry that I got involved in it all and then started to laugh. ‘Oh Carole, I was well and truly caught out wasn’t I. Not to worry, I’m going out tonight for a replacement.’


    I said to him, ‘You young men of today.’ Then he looked at me and asked what was I doing tonight. I said ‘You’re young enough to be my son.’ He said, I might be Carole, but you still would like to. I thought to myself, yes I certainly would. There hadn’t been anyone since Robson on that wonderful day down on the beach, and with a quick peck on my cheek he was off. Every time I see him now he jokes, I’m keeping to one at a time, Carole. I laugh every time. If it was a girl living there and as many men were coming and going as much as the girls were, you would say she was a hooker. But not him, he was just a very over-sexed young man who was living the life that most men would love to have. One day he will grow up and settle down I’m sure; he’s not someone I will ever need to worry about. The only thing I will have to do for him is tell the odd lie or two when young ladies come calling.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    Dorothy and Robert live in the very bottom apartment below Hamilton; they’re a very nice couple and keep themselves to themselves. I think Dorothy is very much like me as she takes everything in and doesn’t gossip. They moved here about a year before me. Dorothy retired from the local council where I think she was an office manager, and Robert was a builder who hadn’t worked for a few years because of bad health, but since moving here he’s gone from twenty-two tablets a day to two. It just shows what a difference a slow pace of life and warm weather can do. They have two daughters and five grandchildren who come to stay quite often. The grandchildren are very polite and well behaved, which suits everyone in the complex perfectly.


    Of all the residents living here, I honestly don’t think there is anything I feel I need to find out about them, although it’ll be sod’s law, I bet they’ll have more skeletons than anyone else. The one thing Dorothy and myself really have in common is a loathing for Jeremy. She sees him in the very same light as me, and out of all the things I’ve been told over the years and never repeated I would just so love to tell her about his love child, although knowing Jeremy I very much doubt love comes into it. She often says ‘Before I die I’m determined I will find out all about their past, where they got all their money. Carole, I’d just love to know where he disappears to on a Thursday, and what shady deals he’s doing, I bet you none of it’s legal, and as for her, is she really as vain and dumb as she seems?’ The one thing I will say is Dorothy seems genuine and very sincere; I don’t think Jeremy would ever suspect the loathing she feels towards Felicity and him, whereas he knows I’m out to get him, and that is why he avoids me. I just love it when he sees me, you can see in his face how much he would love it if I wasn’t here. Of course his biggest worry is who have I told his big secret to.


    Robert and Dorothy’s children come and stay quite a bit which is really nice for them. They both go back to England at least once a month for a few days at a time. They stay with Clare, their eldest daughter, and if there is anything you can’t buy here in Tenerife they will bring it back from England for us, or should I say the chosen few of us. Seeing them with their young grandchildren is really nice and, you know, for the first time in my life I wished I’d had a child of my own. Back in my mid-twenties I was told I would never be able to have children and I just accepted it, but now that I’m not working and have all this time on my hands to think about it, it makes me so sad. But having said that, Collette, I have my new adopted family now, but more about them later.


    Dorothy did mention something once which I really need to follow up on. After they’d moved here and Robert was getting a bit better, he did a few odd jobs around the complex, putting shelves up for people, plumbing in the odd washing machine, and other little jobs. One day Jeremy asked him if he did any decorating as he needed one of his apartments painting. Robert said he did but he would have to take his time as he wasn’t as fast as some decorators, because he wasn’t well enough to work full days and tires easily. Jeremy agreed and a date was set. Robert was given the keys, the paint and two weeks to do the job which suited everyone. Dorothy said Jeremy thought he was so bloody important and now treated them like employees. I’ve never seen her let Jeremy get to her like that before, she was fuming and now she was really gunning for him.


    One day she took over some lunch for Robert. As she was going into the apartment Felicity was coming down the stairs so she popped in to see how the decorating was going. This was Dorothy’s opportunity, as she knew Jeremy had gone out. ‘Oh Robert, I’ve forgotten to make you a cup of tea, let me nip back over and make you one.’


    ‘That’s OK,’ Felicity said. ‘It’s a lot quicker for me to do it, I’m only just upstairs.’


    Dorothy jumped at the chance, and said ‘I’ll come up and get it to save you coming back down again.’ This was her opportunity to look around their apartment, especially as Jeremy wasn’t home. It all happened so fast Felicity couldn’t really say no, she asked Dorothy if she would like a cup of tea too. She obviously said ‘Yes’ then added, ‘but shall we have ours up here Felicity, there’s nothing to sit on downstairs yet.’ At last she’d cornered Felicity on her own. Dorothy tried everything to bring Jeremy’s name into the conversation but Felicity was having none of it, so she decided to try a different tactic.


    ‘Did you have a happy childhood living in Torquay, Felicity? I expect it was quiet like living here by the sea.’ Felicity relaxed a little, she was on safe ground or so she thought.


    ‘Yes, it was lovely, my parents moved my brother and myself there when we were very little. We loved to run up and down the pier and they were such happy times.’


    ‘Did Jeremy come from Torquay, Felicity?’


    Suddenly, Felicity snapped, ‘I’m sorry Dorothy, I was on my way out when I saw you on the stairs, I’m afraid I must go, I’m running late for my hair appointment.’


    ‘Carole, that man has definitely got secrets, and I’m going to find them out.’


    Little did Dorothy know I was way ahead of her and I already knew Jeremy’s secret, but what I didn’t know was that Felicity had a brother; that was something she hadn’t mentioned to me. I was so sure Felicity had told me that she was an only child, or so I thought, but more to the point where is the brother now. No, on second thoughts, she didn’t actually say she was an only child, what she’d actually said was both her parents had died and her father’s accountant wasn’t happy that Felicity had let Jeremy sort out all her affairs. Her accountant had wanted Felicity to get more involved so where was the brother when all this was going on. I suppose he could be dead, but I’m sure one of them would have mentioned that. Yet another mystery to solve, Miss Marple.


    Now Collette, as you know me so well by now, you must be saying to yourself, Carole won’t let this drop and you’d be right. I’m like a dog with a bone and I won’t let it go until its finished, just like when I found out where Jeremy disappeared to on a Thursday. I’m going to have to put some kind of devious plan together to figure this one out, but never fear I will find out where the brother is, and I think Dorothy will be giving me a little help too, without even knowing it. But I’m not going to spoil it for you yet, Collette; I’m not telling you any more, not yet anyway.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    Now Collette, of all the people here on the complex, Mandy and Martin are two that I wouldn’t mind seeing the back of. I know I’ve my problems with Jeremy, but now I am one step ahead of him I can cope with him being around, and at the end of the day at least he does help people. As for Mandy and Martin, they are not to be trusted. I think they are the type of people that if you dropped your purse or wallet, even though they knew who it belonged to they would still keep it. There have been rumours over the years about them dealing in stolen goods and wheeling and dealing. The police have been known to call on them now and again. Martin does the odd airport run and I know they clean a couple of apartments in Las Americas, but surely that does not earn them enough money to fund their extravagant lifestyle. They never seem to have any friends or relations to stay; I’ve seen the odd person calling with boxes from time to time but only late at night, which always seems very suspicious. The thing I find amusing about them is they think I’m mad and a bit dotty, they’ve actually told Dolly that. I don’t find that a problem, at least I know where I stand with them. I am sure if Martin knew about my inheritance he’d be around knocking on my door every five minutes. Dolly is the only one they really talk to, but not husband Nicolas, I think he sees through them and like the rest of us keeps them at arm’s length.


    Hopefully they won’t live here for that long, they seem the type to move on every few years, or should I say that have to move on, I’ll just have to wait and see. They’re not really that interesting, there’s not a lot I can write and tell you about, Collette, except that they don’t really fit into Carole’s world. I can hear you saying it now Collette, they don’t fit into Carole’s world but Jeremy does, I know it sounds strange. But I did tell you Carole’s world was a very strange place to be in, didn’t I, Collette?


    

  


  
    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    In the beginning, Collette, this is a really sad story and something I really didn’t understand; it’s about more than a family falling out, not just the bringing together of a mother and son or a brother and sister who haven’t spoken to each other for years. It’s a brand new start for two young people who both have many years ahead of them. In one way I feel excited for them but in another way I’m very nervous, the only way I could help was financially, but deep down I knew that wasn’t the answer, my money would only be a short-term solution, but long-term a person has to begin a new life the way they want to, and not the way other people want them to.


    The people I’m telling you about, Collette, are Rosa and her son, Nicky. Before when I’ve written my diary I’ve always been very clear in my head where the problems were and how life could be so different for the person I’m writing about. But I’m finding it so hard to put Rosa’s story into words. Even as I say her name I can see her sad face which doesn’t show an ounce of hope. She’s so very young, only nineteen still, just a child herself really, and Nicky’s just eighteen months old and the only positive thing in her life. You can tell she loves her son so much; the one time I actually see happiness in her eyes is when they are playing together and that gives me such hope. I hadn’t become as close to Rosa as I had with some of the others, but I do find myself looking out for her in a motherly way, but without her knowing. There are several men who would like to take advantage of her and have tried and that’s when the other Carole appears to protect her. You know the one, Collette: the one that followed Jeremy to the other side of Tenerife. On the subject of Jeremy, I don’t think he would come anywhere near Rosa, not after my little chat with him. I just happened to mention to him if ever I saw him chatting her up I might have to have a coffee one Thursday morning with Felicity, and my tongue just might get a bit loose. Oh it does feel good to have a little bit of power over him, Collette.


    I’ve been going on about how I feel towards Rosa but I haven’t actually told you her story yet. It was about two weeks before my party. P and P had told me they were organising a fiftieth birthday party for me; they knew they wouldn’t be able keep it as a surprise because I was bound to find out, and realised if they’d kept it secret and then forgotten to invite someone important to me I would be upset. So one day the three of us sat down to do a list of guest names. When it came to Rosa they didn’t really want to invite her, her boyfriend drinks too much and gets a bit punchy. I told them I hadn’t seen him around for about three weeks anyway and his car hadn’t been in the car park, and I was sure I’d seen her carrying shopping back and normally they would go in the car. They agreed I could invite her but said I had to do it, and if the boyfriend was still around and turned up causing trouble, be it on my own head. I did point out to the boys it was my party not theirs and mentioned to them I did not want to see lots of young men, I should have said screaming queens, who I’d never met before because, unlike them, I wasn’t on the pull. I would have killed to know what went through their minds at that remark.


    So that evening I went over to Rosa’s apartment to invite her and Nicky to the party. Rosa invited me in and she made us a coffee (it’s very unusual for me to be drinking something without alcohol in it at that time of day). She was really friendly and made me very welcome. Nicky had just gone to bed and I explained about my party. I asked her if they would like to come. I risked saying, ‘Of course your boyfriend’s welcome to come as well.’ With that she said he wouldn’t be coming because he’d moved out and it was just her and Nicky living there now. I said that was a shame and she looked like she was about to cry, so I quickly changed the subject which wasn’t a bit like me. Normally I would be nosey and want to find out more but something told me not to say anything, tonight was not the time. I drank my coffee and left. Now Collette, I can tell you’re shocked as this wasn’t a bit like me. Usually I’d need to find out the ins and outs of a cat’s ass, as my mother used to say. Not this time but I couldn’t tell you why. That night I lay in bed thinking about Rosa who was so alone with just her son. I said to myself the only way I’m going to get her out of my mind is to find out what’s happened. The following day when I was out shopping I saw some tee shirts with children’s names on them. I looked through them and found one with Nicky printed on it so I bought it. That afternoon I saw Rosa by herself which was very unusual. I asked her where Nicky was and she said he’d gone to a birthday party at the nursery. I asked her if she would like to just pop in for a coffee and I told her I’d bought Nicky a tee shirt. She thanked me for my kindness and said she would just take her shopping in and would come around.


    About ten minutes later she arrived. I said as it was mid-afternoon let’s forget about the coffee, it must be time for a glass of wine and she agreed, so I poured us both a glass and we went out onto the balcony. I asked if she was OK and said it must be very hard for her now her boyfriend wasn’t around to help with Nicky. To my surprise she said that her life was actually a lot easier now, he didn’t really like Nicky and Nicky was frightened of him. I said how very sad that was and how difficult that must have been for her. In some ways Rosa reminded me of Nadean as they both loved their sons but they didn’t have anyone else to share that love with. I hope and pray Rosa doesn’t end up sad and lonely like Nadean but at least she knows who the father of her baby is and won’t spend her life wondering who the father is like Nadean. Rosa told me when she was seventeen her mother had died and her father moved his girlfriend into the family home just three weeks later. She was so upset and she realised that he must have been seeing her before her mother was even ill. She could never forgive him for what he’d done. That was when she left mainland Spain and moved to Tenerife. She found work and really enjoyed her life here, and after only a short time here she met John and they got on very well. They had wonderful times together. John was English but had lived most of his life in Tenerife; his parents owned a restaurant in Las Americas, and their life together was really good. His father bought the apartment Rosa now lives in and they rented it from him.


    ‘So Rosa if you both loved each other so much why did it all go wrong?’


    ‘We were young and single. We had a great social life always out partying. We had no responsibilities. Between us we earned good money we had it all – nice clothes, nice cars, we went to all the top clubs – and life was fantastic until I got pregnant. I was over the moon but not John; he became very angry and didn’t want to become a father. He tried to make me have an abortion and I wouldn’t. I couldn’t have done such a thing as I was brought up to respect life. I felt my baby was something very special, not just for me but for both of us. John’s parents were so happy for us; his dad even said we could pay less rent because I wouldn’t be working now. The pregnancy was just so horrible; first it was just the verbal abuse. You know, how fat I was and how I’d lost my looks. He didn’t want me to go out anywhere with him and his friends any more because he was ashamed to be seen out with me. His friends were telling him he was an old married man and that really hurt him. He was terrified of getting old and wanted to be twenty-five for the rest of his life. Then when Nicky was born I wanted a traditional Spanish name, but he was having none of it; his son was to be brought up British with a British name hence Nickolas which he thought was so British. Needless to say he didn’t know it was Greek. Then the physical abuse happened all of a sudden. One day Nicky was about two weeks old and had just woken up. I went over to the cot to pick him up and started to talk to him in Spanish. I was just bending over the cot when he hit me from behind. I fell to the floor and he started shouting at me, ‘You will never speak Spanish to my son he’s British; you only speak to him in English.’ From that moment our lives were never the same again; the beating and verbal abuse continued up until four weeks ago when he left. When Nicky was about twelve months old he’d beaten me so hard I was covered in bruises. His mother saw them so she knew exactly what was happening and felt sorry for me, but she just told me I needed to do what her son said and be a good wife. I pointed out to her I’m just the mother of his son not his wife, she said it’s still the same that’s how it is; if I disobeyed I should expect to be hit. A lot of the things about John’s parent’s relationship now made sense; there was no way I was ever going to get any help or support from them. This was normal to them, this was how they’d lived their lives, this was why John was doing this, he didn’t know any different. I was on my own and I had to sort mine and my baby’s life out. I decided to play by the rules. It would give me time to figure out what I was going to do. I knew I needed to get John out of our lives for good. It took me nearly seven months but finally after months of praying it happened. It was a Tuesday morning which was John’s day off. Nicky had been teething and was crying constantly. John shouted at me to keep him quiet. I couldn’t of course so he hit me. This was my weekly treat as he called it, but that’s when he slipped up. This time he hit Nicky as well and that was my big chance, this was how I’d get him out of our lives. I put Nicky in the car and went straight to the hospital. They called the police immediately and he was arrested. I’d told them all about the abuse; they could see the bruises for themselves. I said I was so afraid of him, he beat me all the time, I was so scared he would hurt my child, and now he hit Nicky I knew I was right. He’s out of our lives for good now and the law says he can’t come anywhere near us. As for his parents: as I suspected I’m to blame, I was the one in the wrong, not their precious son. I feel so sorry for his mum because she’s like me and has been through what I’ve gone through, but she’s put up with it for thirty years, and she really believes she deserves it. How can she do that to herself? Life’s very hard at the moment Carole, but I have my Nicky and I know our lives can only get better.’


    Rosa could see I was crying. I told her ‘Since I’ve lived here, Rosa, I always thought you were so young, almost like a weak and helpless child, but actually you’re the complete opposite, you’re a very strong, determined woman. You’re going to find such joy and happiness in your life. I thought I was here to help you but actually you have helped me so very much.’


    Collette, after Rosa left to pick Nicky up from his party I just sat back with a glass of wine and counted my blessings, I’ve been so lucky in my life and Rosa, well, she’s a survivor. I knew how I could help her, and that’s exactly what I was going to do. That day I thought I was going to feel so sad and empty but it turned out to be one of the most positive days I’d had since moving here.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY


    Well that, Collette, is the roll call, or should I say that’s the list of people who reside in the apartments, whether it’s full-time or just the odd week here and there. I really hope you enjoyed me telling you about them and their funny and sometimes strange lives, no two stories the same, but like Nadean once said to me we’re all running away from something, and there could be a lot of truth in that, none more so than herself. I would say, Collette, that seventy per cent of them have become very good friends and I really want to help one or two of them. I didn’t really know how but after the party it all became very clear and exciting. Throughout my life I’ve learnt a lot about good and bad people and I really want the good people to be happy, and if the bad people get hurt so be it. I’ve enjoyed writing it all down but I must tell you, Collette, I’m nearly up-to-date with all the info, there are bits and pieces to add, things that I’ve forgotten but I’m sure I will fill you in along the way. Apart from my birthday party which I’m going to tell you all about now, the next bit of my diary hasn’t even happened yet! Isn’t that exciting, Collette? I think we’re certainly going to have some fun.


    First of all the party. Well there was one point during the planning I wondered whether it was my party or Paul and Peter’s. They were so obsessed with it; when they first told me I had to have a fiftieth birthday party I said no. All I wanted was to go to one of my favourite restaurants and have a nice meal and a laugh with friends, but oh no it had to be a huge birthday bash. In the end, between them and Barbara insisting on it I agreed. The reason they actually told me they were doing a party was they knew I would be upset if they’d forgotten to invite someone who I’d have liked to be there. The one good thing about it was at least Barbara was involved, so she would put her foot down if she thought there were things I wouldn’t like. Believe it or not, it was being planned for nearly twelve months. You would think they were putting on an Andrew Lloyd Webber production by the amount of time it was taking. I’d insisted on paying for everything and if they didn’t let me I wasn’t going to let them arrange it. I put five thousand pounds on to what is called a gap year card in Paul’s name so he could pay for things as he went along. I gave them a list of people who I would like to be invited and left the rest of it up to the three of them. At times it was hilarious. I always knew if things weren’t going to plan as Barbara got very stressed; she couldn’t tell me why though because she might give something away. I could tell it was killing her not to be able to tell me anything, and on the odd occasion when the three of them were in the same room you could cut the atmosphere with a knife. I do think if it was P and P and I doing a party for Barbara I would have just gone along with anything, just for an easy life, but not Barbara, I think she would be giving them a really hard time and she would want real value for money even though it wasn’t her money she was spending. But most of all she’d be getting a big kick out of winding the pair of them up. I would have killed to be a fly on the wall. If they said black she would have said white, if they said buffet she’d say sit down meal, and on and on it would have gone. To be honest, Collette, I had just as much fun watching them planning all of it as I did going to it.


    The week of the party had arrived and I was getting very nervous; for one thing, I didn’t like to be the centre of attention and I was a hundred per cent sure I was going to be, so I’d just have to accept that. It was Monday evening and I was sat reading on the balcony when the doorbell rang. It was P and P to tell me that on Wednesday I would have to go to Barbara’s and stay until the party on the Saturday, I wasn’t allowed to come back home at all. There had been a hint a few weeks earlier that this might happen so it wasn’t too much of a shock. In one way I was quite happy about this as it meant they must be having the party in the grounds of the apartment block and needed time to get everything ready. That was a big relief to me, the last thing I wanted was a party at a posh hotel. So I spent Tuesday getting all the things together I needed, not that I needed a lot. My party outfit was not even bought yet, Barbara and myself were going in to Las Americas on Thursday for that, which was going to be fun as we both love shopping, especially for party clothes, and we both know we can go a bit over the top. As I left that morning, it was a nice feeling that the party was going to be at my home and that meant not too many people and not too over the top; little did I know what was to come.


    Barbara and I had a fabulous time on the Thursday. We tried so many clothes on and Barbara finally let me treat her to an outfit; it took a lot of arguing but in the end she agreed. We had the full works: dress, shoes, bag, even some nice new underwear. We had a nice lunch in one of our favourite restaurants; it turned out to be a great day and, as Barbara said, it was a great start to my birthday weekend. On Friday, Barbara had to work but I was told to be ready by nine thirty as something was going to be happening that involved me. I hadn’t got a clue what; the only thing P and P said was I might have to keep my mouth shut for the first half an hour. It was a very strange comment I thought, until the doorbell to Barbara’s apartment rang. I was so excited until I opened the door and it was the last person in the world I would have wanted to be standing there; Jeremy – now I realised why they said to keep my mouth shut.


    Neither of us wanted to be in each other’s company but he said Felicity was waiting in the car. I smiled to myself. I just kept thinking the three of them knew how much I hated Jeremy, not that they knew the reason why, but it was my birthday weekend so surely it must be a nice thing that was going to happen. We got to the car and Felicity was dressed to the nines, or should I say the ninety-nines, she was so excitable. With that, off we drove, there was a bit of general chit-chat and then I received a text from Barbara which just read ‘All will be OK, you will enjoy, the drive will soon be over.’ Jeremy turned into the drive of one of the best hotels on Tenerife. He stopped the car and said, ‘We didn’t know what to get you for a birthday present Carole, so we thought a day at the spa would be nice, and Felicity is joining you. We both hope you enjoy it and that it sets you up for a great weekend ahead.’


    I really didn’t know what to say and for a brief moment I almost – and just to make it clear, it was only for a brief moment, Collette – I almost liked him. ‘I can’t thank you enough,’ I said. ‘It’s a lovely treat, thank you so much.’ Felicity and I had a really lovely time. We fitted in as many treatments as we could and we weren’t together all the time, which I feel really bad saying after all it was their present to me. It was a lovely day, and when we did meet up I felt it was wrong for me to start questioning her about Jeremy and their past, but I really did want to find out about the missing brother who had mysteriously disappeared. This was my golden opportunity as Jeremy wasn’t here, but it wasn’t the time or place to get her drunk again. The day was great and I don’t think my body or my skin have ever felt so good. It must have cost them a fortune. I would love to come back again but next time with Barbara. We have been to spas a few times together but nothing like this one. Jeremy picked us up at six o’clock and I genuinely thanked him and I said to them both it was one of the best presents I’d ever had, and, Collette, I really meant it. But that does not mean I like him. I could never forgive him for the way he treats Felicity behind her back, but it had been a lovely day and one that I will remember for a long time.


    Saturday had arrived, I woke up to the sound of Barbara singing happy birthday and carrying a tray of fruit juice, coffee and pastries. I don’t know who was more excited, Barbara or myself. Today was the day I kept telling myself, at least if the party is a flop it wasn’t me that organised it, but I’m sure it will be a big success. We had a quiet day planned; hair and nails and then the party. The one thing that I was confident and really pleased about was it must be at the apartments or I wouldn’t have had to stay at Barbara’s for the last few days. The day went as planned except Barbara spent a lot of the time on the phone to P and P and there was a lot of yes, no and OKs. I thought it was funny but deep down I was so excited. We had the nails and hair done, and the taxi was picking us up at seven thirty. Barbara and myself looked at each other and both said how well we scrubbed up. We both felt so good but that could have been the few gins we’d had while we were getting ready, but I don’t think so, we were just two fab and glam single fifty year olds and very proud of it. The taxi was on time and off we went. Barbara was getting nervous I could tell, but I was so relaxed. That was until the taxi turned left and the way back to the apartments was right, then I then realised the party wasn’t there after all, but the big question was if it wasn’t the apartments why did I have to move out, surely that wasn’t just to put me off the scent and stop me guessing, there had to be more to it but where were we going. Barbara was saying nothing except everything was going to be fine; I just want you to have a great birthday.


    The taxi pulled up at the Los Del Sol hotel which was a lovely hotel. I had been to a few charity balls there with friends; the food was really good but the function rooms were huge and my little birthday party would be so lost in one of those rooms, so perhaps we were just going to the restaurant for a meal first then back to the apartment for a bit of a party which would be lovely. A man opened the car doors for us and asked if we would follow him, and he led us to the function suite. I was getting a bit shaky at this point but not as bad as Barbara, all the colour had gone from her face. We got to the door and he opened it. The first thing I noticed was the music; it was the theme tune from the Last of The Summer Wine. Then when I looked into the room it looked just like Ivy’s café from the show, right down to the last detail. They must have spent hours getting it just right, everyone was sat at the little tables with the checked table cloths, and their cups of tea, every one that lived at the apartments were sat there. There were people dressed up like the characters in the show including Compo, Marina, Howard and Cleggy. It was hilarious, I was gobsmacked, and then a lady dressed as Ivy wished me a happy birthday and passed me a cup and saucer, but it wasn’t tea at all but champagne. Peter and Paul came over first and wished me a very happy birthday. I just couldn’t take it all in, they were all there – Nadean, Victoria, Hamilton, Riley – it was everyone. I was just so overwhelmed. The people dressed as the Last of The Summer Wine cast started to disappear and after about half an hour of talking to everyone, I started to think, where is everyone else, all my friends, the people I’d put on the list, all the ones I wanted them to invite. With that, Collette, I heard more music.


    The music seemed to be coming from somewhere else. Now I knew the song but what was it? Then like a thunderbolt it hit me. I could feel myself starting to fill up, it was my song! It was the thing, the person I wanted to be for so many years, the person who in a strange and funny way I’d become. My Last of the Summer Wine days were gone, I was no longer Glenda. The new music was the theme tune for Rock Follies. I was shaking so much, Riley came over and put his arm around me. He said, ‘Happy birthday mum, I owe you so much, we all love and admire you, thank you for always being there.’ With that, the doors of the so-called Ivy’s café opened and there just seemed to be hundreds of people; right in front of me on the stage were three girls dressed as the Rock Follies singing their songs. It had been such a long time since I wanted to be a Folly. It brought it all back to me. I remembered the day I lost the Glenda look and became Rula. I could see Barbara was crying. I was crying too but I was so happy. I could see why it had taken so long to put this party together and make my party so special. P and P can be such drama queens at times and downright nasty to some people but I wasn’t one of those people. I was a friend, a true friend. I had to be, no one would go to all this trouble if they didn’t love them. It was so good to think how much I was loved, how could I ever repay my wonderful friends, but one thing’s for sure I will somehow.


    That, Collette, was just the start, and over the next few hours I began to understand why I couldn’t have stayed at home the last few days. Jeremy’s apartments were full of my friends and because of flight times and different days of flights I had to be out of the way. Kevin and his family were staying with his mum, Nadean, who was always a different person when he was around; that hard exterior always goes and she is so much more at ease. They didn’t want me to see Victoria or Hamilton around the complex, I really didn’t expect them to fly back just for my party, I was so blessed to have such great friends. Whoever would have guessed that April and June would come over from Bristol. Then there were the people I mix with on a day-to-day basis, the friends from the restaurants I go to, Barbara’s boss and his wife, the cleaning staff and gardener from the apartments. From what I could see the only one that was missing was Toby, Dolly’s little dog.


    Collette, I have to say there was a big sadness to the evening for me. There was one person who really wanted to be there but couldn’t, someone who was so very much looking forward to it and had made the party date her goal, that was my dearest Betty. She was so looking forward to it, but that dreaded cancer put a stop to that. I’d seen Graham and spoken to him when there were other people around us but I couldn’t bring myself to be alone with him. I knew we would both break down; he was grieving for his dead wife and I was missing a very dear friend who had left us both far too early.


    Rock Follies sang, or should I say mimed, for about an hour which was great. Everyone seemed to enjoy them, and then the food was served. It was a fabulous buffet, I was so pleased there was tons of it and the hotel staff seemed to be forever bringing out more. I moved from table to table talking to as many friends as I could as they were eating. Peter said there were a hundred and twenty-five guests all together; I didn’t realise I knew that many people. After the food was over and the girls had finished singing I saw Hamilton get on to the stage, everything went quiet and he said, ‘I would just like you all to raise your glasses and wish Carole a very happy birthday.’ The hotel staff then brought out a huge cake which had lighted sparklers and everyone sang ‘happy birthday’, it was so lovely. Hamilton then informed us all that there would be half an hour’s break before the cabaret started, so the staff could clear the tables and take all the leftover food away. I found Barbara and told her I was so overwhelmed and I could see why it had taken so long to get it all organised, and that arranging for all the people who didn’t live in Tenerife to all come back was so very special. She said she’d loved every minute of doing it. ‘Barbara, did you have to put your foot down with P and P?’


    She laughed, ‘Do you mean like the twenty bare chested young waiters to serve the meal and the three male strippers they wanted, Carole?’


    I said, ‘Why three?’


    She said, ‘They wanted one dressed as a fireman, one a policeman and of course the soldier.’


    ‘Oh my God, I would have hated that, but I have to say I thought the Last of The Summer Wine characters were very appropriate.’ We both laughed.


    Cabaret time, I heard someone say it was Pablo on the stage with the microphone, the lights had been dimmed, the candles lit and the music was starting. Pablo said ‘Ladies and gentlemen, please take your seats. I would love to introduce to you, two of Tenerife’s most famous people living in our apartment block, I give you Peter and Paul or as you might know them Mary and Mary.’ I thought that was a bit cruel but everyone laughed. The boys came out dressed up to the nines in drag. The music started playing and they were dressed as Marilyn Monroe and Jane Russell in the film Gentlemen Prefer Blondes singing ‘We’re just a couple of girls from Little Rock.’ It was fab, just like the film, the red dresses must have taken them hours to make. Then, one at a time, they each went into a solo song, and you’ll never guess what, Collette, there were a couple of half-naked boy dancers, surprise, surprise, but it did make it look great, especially when Peter sang ‘Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend’. People were on their feet shouting for more. They should be so proud of themselves.


    I turned to Barbara and said, ‘It’s your turn next.’


    She laughed, ‘No way, the only time I would go on the stage would be to clean it.’


    ‘Me too,’ I said. ‘They just loved the applause and came back on the stage at least six times.


    Next to go on was Riley. He told the guests that he could stand there for hours spouting on about what a great person I was, but he was sure they would rather be entertained with some music. ‘The lady I’m going to introduce some of you might know as Tina Turner, Shirley Bassey, or Aretha, but tonight she’s none of them, tonight she’s herself, not one of her fabulous tribute acts. I give you the one and only Latisha,’ and on she walked in a wonderful black sequined dress. I’ve known Latisha for many years, she does a tribute act around the bars and hotels and is very popular, but she’s at her best when she’s being herself, then she’s fantastic. The emotion in her voice and the way she makes every song her own. I’ve been to a few parties where they just get her to sing and not do her tributes, it just seems so effortless.


    She began with ‘Happy birthday, Carole, it is a great pleasure to be here singing for one of my best friends.’ With that she burst into one of my favourite songs, ‘Midnight Train to Georgia’ by Gladys Knight followed by three more Gladys Knight songs. This wasn’t work for her, she just loved to sing, and her smile when people applauded at the end of each song was so special. Latisha sang for over an hour and every song seemed to be one of my all-time favourites. She sang songs I’ve grown up with, songs that have got me through that boring marriage, even songs that helped me to make the decision to come to this wonderful island. If I’d chosen a list of my all-time favourite songs they would have been all the ones Latisha had just sung. With that she said, ‘Thank you’ to her audience, ‘have a lovely evening, I am coming down there now to join you and enjoy the rest of the party, now it’s time to boogie.’ The disco started up and people were on the dance floor in a flash.


    I felt someone put their arms around my waist. It was Riley, ‘Now Carole, did you enjoy that?’ and suddenly it all clicked into place, I realised how Latisha knew all my favourite songs. Riley had told her, he was the only person who’d have known them as he’d put them all onto an MP3 player for me a few months before.


    ‘You’re a crafty sod, Riley, but thank you so very much, that was just the perfect present, you’re such a good boy Riley.’


    ‘No Carole, I’m such a good man and you’ve helped me to become that man and I can never ever repay you for that.’


    ‘No Riley, it’s me who has to repay you and I will, I promise you that.’


    The disco was in full swing. I could see Jeremy trying to do some sort of dance moves, I don’t really know whether you could call it dancing but I’m sure he’s only here because Felicity has made him come. She’s probably only here herself so she can let people see what she’s wearing. It’s very nice and looks very expensive, but quite frankly it should be worn by someone half her age, but I don’t think she would ever admit it. Just as I was thinking that, Victoria came over to me.


    I said, ‘That’s the type of dress someone your age should be wearing.’


    She laughed and said she’d modelled it once in Paris, ‘It’s a Donna Karen very expensive Felicity had it flown over from London just for tonight.’ We both had a little giggle about Felicity’s vanity and extravagance. I thanked Victoria so much for coming, ‘It means such a lot to me to have you here with all my other friend’s.’


    She said, ‘In a funny way Carole, we’re like one big family, the apartment block’s just like one big house. Of course, like every family not everyone gets on but that’s life. I wouldn’t have missed your party for the world and as I’ve told you so many times before my home is where I’m at my most happiest. This Carole in a strange way is where my family are now and always will be, I don’t have any other family really. My parents and sister have made it quite clear I don’t exist as far as they’re concerned, and that will never change, so I just have to accept it.’


    ‘But Victoria, things can change and wrongs can be put right, the truth always shines through, things have a way of working themselves out in my world. In Carole’s world everything has a happy ending, I promise you Victoria. Come on they’re playing ‘Dancing Queen’ let’s find the two queens in our family and have a dance, oh they’re already on the dance floor, thank God they’ve taken off the red dresses, they were far too much competition for Felicity I think.’ We both laughed as we got onto the dance floor.


    The music the DJ was playing was very seventies and eighties and everyone seemed to be enjoying it; most of them were around my age so they would have grown up with it like me. As yet another Diana Ross song finished. I could see Nadean dancing with her grandchildren, they keep her on the go, day and night when they come over to Tenerife, it’s when she’s at her happiest, and from what I can gather they’ve not just come over for the party, they’re going to be staying for a couple of weeks. It is always good to have children around the complex, they love to play with Rosa’s little boy, Nicky, and to see them all dancing together is a real pleasure. Nadean caught my eye and came over to me. She thanked me for a great party. ‘Not my doing,’ I said, ‘don’t thank me, it’s P and P with Barbara’s supervision of course, they’ve put it all together.’


    ‘But Carole, if you hadn’t had this birthday party my family wouldn’t be here with me now or staying for a holiday.’


    ‘Oh, Nadean, you’re very blessed. You have a such marvellous son in Kevin, a lovely daughter in-law and two very special grandchildren.’


    ‘Yes, Carole, my life is so good and as you well know it could have turned out so differently. But I still carry the guilt with me, knowing I’ll never be able to tell my own son who his father is tears me up inside. The strangest thing is it’s never been a problem for Kevin and it should be, people need to know where they’ve come from, more importantly who they’ve come from; I just wish I could tell him. His father can’t be that bad a person really, after all he paid all that money into the bank for so many years, surely he must want to see Kevin, he must need to know his own son. Kevin hasn’t taken any of that money after all these years. It’s me that has gained; I’m the one with the apartment here living it up in the sunshine.’


    ‘Nadean, you’ve been a good mother and all Kevin wants for you is to be happy. I’m a big believer that everything is for a reason, when something is meant to happen it will, perhaps the time’s not right yet.’


    ‘Carole, you’re a very wise woman for your age.’


    ‘Yes Nadean, fifty today but back to forty-four when the party’s over, and who knows my next birthday I might only be forty-two.’ We both laughed, ‘If Felicity can still look half her age, so can we.’


    The time had come I couldn’t put it off any longer; I must go and talk to Graham. I’d been keeping my eye on him and he seemed to be coping OK. Barbara said he’d been laughing and joking with Dolly. Nicolas and Robert and Dorothy had been making sure he was OK too. It must have been so hard for him; it was the first time he’s been back to Tenerife since Betty died. ‘What are you five up to, have I seen any of you on the dance floor?’


    ‘Of course,’ they said, ‘disco dolly hasn’t sat down once.’


    ‘Hello Graham, thank you for flying over it means a lot to me and I would have understood if you couldn’t come.’


    ‘What, me not come, do you think Betty would ever have forgiven me? My God, she’d have come back just to give me a good telling off. This island was her second home, it’s the place we planned to retire to, the place where all our dreams were to come true. Carole, it’s where she was going to spend all our savings in the shops with you and Barbara and I wouldn’t have begrudged her a penny of it. I loved that woman so much and I know she was loved by a lot of people here today. Carole, I feel she’s come home with me and she’s here sharing your party with the rest of us. Like she once said, she was here and the cancer was in England, she could forget she had cancer when she was here. There was no pain for her on Tenerife, just her friends. Carole, Betty and me owe you so much, you helped take the pain away. When she sent me off to the golf course I didn’t want to leave her but I knew she was safe. More than that, I knew she was happy and having a good time because you looked after her and gave her what she needed, a good friend and not a husband who would just fuss over her too much. You made life normal for her and that is what got her through.’


    With that, we held each other and I whispered to Graham, ‘I think it is time to have a gin and tonic for Betty, but this time you can drink hers, it can’t be good for me having to drink them both all the time.’


    As Graham and myself stood drinking our gins I could see Barbara getting onto the stage. I thought, not more surprises. The music stopped and Barbara took the microphone. ‘To all the friends of Carole – and of course Carole – I hope you’ve all had a good time. The party is far from over but I would just like to take a moment to mention someone who’s not here; someone very special who should be here.’ I knew what was coming. I looked at Graham. The tears were welling up in both of us.


    He looked at me and said ‘We can do this Carole, we can.’


    Barbara continued. ‘As you’re all aware, Betty, dear Betty, died a few months ago and she so much wanted to be here but it wasn’t to be. But a few weeks before she died she realised she wouldn’t make it to the party and she phoned me. You see Betty wanted to add her little contribution to the evening. She told me she was getting Graham to post a CD to me and she would like one of the tracks to be played tonight. She very much didn’t want it to be a solemn song but a song of hope and thanks for all her friends here on Tenerife. The album is called ‘Affirmation’ and the singer is the wonderful Beverly Knight. I’m going to do what Betty asked but with a little bit of a difference and a little bit of help from a friend. We won’t be hearing the Beverly Knight version tonight but the Latisha version. Friends will you please welcome back on to the stage the wonderful Latisha singing the beautiful song ‘No One Ever Loves In Vain’.


    There couldn’t have been anyone better to sing that song and, Collette, everyone who knew Betty realised why she’d picked it. The song is about someone who has lost a lover, a husband or a wife, even lost a dear friend like we all have, any of us who loved Betty could have been up on that stage singing it, the way Latisha delivered it was just so perfect. Once the song was over everyone was quite teary and I felt sorry for Latisha as she had to turn things around and bring back that party spirit. ‘I do hope you enjoyed that as much as I enjoyed singing it and as we are here thinking of Betty I think I should sing a few of her favourite songs. Now it won’t take you long to figure out who Betty loved listening to, they’re not songs I’ve ever really sung before but, like Beverly Knight, this person writes their own songs, he writes from the heart. I hope you all enjoy my version of a few Barry Manilow classics.’ Latisha chose the upbeat ones and people were soon up dancing again. ‘Betty would have loved this,’ I said to Graham.


    He smiled and said that the tribute was just so perfect and he was sure it was her way of speaking to him. ‘Do you know, Carole, it was sad but in a strange way I feel so much better, she knew us all so well and she knew how to help us get over her passing?’


    ‘Well Graham, I believe Betty is going to be with us for a very long time to come.’


    ‘I think you’re right, Carole.’


    Just at that point there was a tap on my shoulder. It was Hamilton.


    ‘Could I please have the next dance young lady?’


    ‘Of course you can, kind sir.’ We both giggled as I was led to the dance floor. By this time Latisha was just going into her version of Copacabana, I asked, ‘Does this make me Lola and you my Rico?’


    ‘I think we could be with a bit of imagination don’t you Carole?’


    ‘Are you enjoying yourself Hamilton? I’ve seen you up dancing quite a bit, I’d never had you down as a disco diva.’


    ‘Not through choice Carole, it’s only because all the older or, should I say, the more mature ladies see me as easy prey, their husbands won’t dance with them and they know I’m single, I feel so used and degraded,’ he laughed, ‘perhaps I should start charging them, oops that’s the accountant in me coming out. Do you know I think they must have a rota, when Felicity sits down, Dorothy gets up, next it’s Dolly and even Rosa has had her turn, but I have enjoyed it. This reminds me of when I was very young, Carole; as a family we were always going to family parties, there was always a cousin’s wedding or an aunt and uncle’s anniversary and this feels just like that. I never really believed it when people said our little community was like a family, but in a strange, crazy way we are. Who’s the mad uncle, the granny or the tarty sister and which ones the Jack the Lad? I’ve not quite figured it out yet, Carole. The one I have figured out is the mother, that’s a very special role in the family, the glue that holds it all together and the most important part, and Carole, that’s you. Thank you very much for giving me a family; I’ve missed it so much and it means a lot to me, I know when I’m on that aeroplane coming here there is always a very warm feeling inside me now, the feeling you get when you are returning home to your loved ones, happy birthday Mum.’


    Hamilton was being called from the dance floor; I could see Dolly heading straight for us. ‘Well, no rest for the wicked, she’s after you again.’ With that, I could hear Latisha start singing a Dolly Parton song. ‘How appropriate, you must be her Kenny Rogers and this is your island in the sun.’ We both laughed and off he went or should I say off he was pulled.


    Well Carole, I think it’s time for a little sit down, you’ve been on your feet for hours. With that, I could see April and June coming off the dance floor so I called them over and we sat at a table near the exit. There was a nice breeze blowing through, it was just what ladies of a certain age needed. They’d already told me they’d only arrived yesterday and were staying in one of Jeremy’s apartments; they’d stayed there a few times before on other visits. ‘How are you doing girls, having a good time?’


    ‘Oh well, Carole, we’ve got the rest of the week to recover as we don’t go back until Friday.’


    ‘That’s good, we can spend some time together.’


    With that, April looked up and said, ‘Yes, June has to put a few things straight with Jeremy first, she’s been winding him up and I’m afraid the story she’s been feeding him might have got a bit out of hand.’


    ‘Now Carole, as if I would, you know that’s not like me.’


    ‘Yes I do know you June, what have you been telling him now?’


    ‘Well for a start, I thought seeing as we were coming over for the party he might have charged us a bit less for the apartment, but oh no, he actually put the price up the robbing dog, we’re in one apartment and Graham is in another and he’s ripped both of us off, but like I said to April, there’s more than one way to skin a cat, or should I say skin a Jeremy.’


    ‘We arrived, and knowing you were at Barbara’s last night, Jeremy invited us up for a drink. I told April whatever he’s overcharged us for the apartment, I will make sure I get back in vodka and that will teach him a lesson or two. Up we go at seven thirty, Felicity’s there in one of her flowing Margo Ledbetter frocks. “Oh how lovely to see you both again” she says, “it’s an exciting weekend don’t you think?” Then Jeremy pipes up, “Vodka ladies, that’s your tipple, I think, if I remember correctly?”


    “Oh you have such a good memory Jeremy yes please.”


    “Now girls, you must fill me in on how you first met Carole, I’m sure you’ve never told me, did you all work together in the Co-op or did you all go to school together?” That was like a red rag to a bull, Carole, with that I started. I thought you nosey sod, you look down your nose at us, take our money and think you’re so much better than us. So another couple of vodkas later I was on a roll. I remembered you telling us how he liked to know the ins and outs of everything so I might have made up things a little bit.’


    “It’s like this Jeremy: we first met when we all used to go to a club in Bristol when we were eighteen. We liked to dance and, well, let’s say we liked to be entertained, nice restaurants and fine wine, little gifts, you get the picture don’t you Jeremy? Well really, the only way we could have that type of lifestyle was with the older men, the boys who were chatting us up didn’t have two pennies to rub together, but the more mature men did. I think you must know what I mean Jeremy, but I must stop or I’ll be telling you all our secrets.” With that, Carole, he poured us another drink. Well you know me, I can hold my drink very well but he didn’t know that. You should have seen them both they were on the edge of their seats; they couldn’t wait to hear more, it was like I was on a train getting faster and faster and couldn’t stop it. “I must stop it,” I said, “Carole wouldn’t like me telling all her secrets to you Jeremy.”


    “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind,” he scoffed.


    “OK then, well those gentlemen started to give us money to go out with them, which was very nice, so we could buy nice clothes, have our hair done each week, eat at the best restaurants and don’t forget the champagne. Some people disapproved and used to turn their noses up at us, but as we said there was no harm in it and the more we did for the nice men the more money we got paid.”


    ‘You’re dreadful June, but I think it’s hilarious. He’ll never look at me in the same light again, but I’m not bothered. Perhaps we should carry the story on, girls, just for a laugh, and teach him a lesson for being so bloody nosey. Come with me girls, he’s sat over there by himself. Felicity’s dancing so let’s catch him on his own.’


    With that, Collette, the three of us go over. ‘Hi Jeremy, the girls have been telling me you were very interested in our past and you know our little secret. How about it, if we leave you with our price list we are sure there would be something on the list to suit you, but first we must tell you it’s not buy one get one free.’ He looked terrified and ready to run. ‘It’s called a wind-up, Jeremy,’ we laughed, ‘it was only April’s way of getting some free vodka out of you for putting the price of the apartments up, or was it? Hello Felicity, we’ve just been having a little laugh and a joke with Jeremy, what a shame you missed it, I am sure he’ll fill you in on all the details.’ April and June went back off on to the dance floor. I turned to Jeremy and Felicity and thanked them for coming and then added, ‘I do really appreciate all my friends you know,’ and with that we were both back to where we began, I still knew his little secret and no birthday party was going to change that.


    My fab party was coming to an end and I had to get onto the stage and thank everyone for coming. Most of all I had to thank Barbara, Peter and Paul for making it a very special party. I stood to the side of the dance floor where everyone was dancing to the songs from Grease. All the women thought they were Sandy and every man thought he was John Travolta. I was Sandy once, on a beach in Gran Canaria and Robson was my hero, it would have been nice to have him here right now, to feel that skin against mine, to feel that firm body on top of me, but if I was really honest that’s not what I wanted at all. This is what I wanted, to be here living and mixing with my friends, the friends that have become my family, I’m so lucky. I have the most perfect life, whether it’s gossiping with Peter and Paul, shopping with Barbara, winding Jeremy and Felicity up, or just mothering Riley, Hamilton and Rosa. Carole’s world is a great world to be living in and I don’t want it to ever change, these people have made my life special and now it is my turn to try and make their lives special too. I don’t know how I am going to do it, but I am, I’m sure of that.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    I walked onto the stage and I’d just started to talk when Riley took the microphone from me. He piped up, ‘Well, before you say your thank you, Carole, there’s just one more surprise for you,’ and with that I could see this huge present being pushed towards me.


    Then Peter took the microphone from Riley and said, ‘This birthday present comes from all of us at the apartments. We didn’t know what to give you and had a little meeting and came up with some ideas.’


    Then on came Paul, ‘I suggested a toy boy but we didn’t think that would be appropriate, and you would probably wear him out anyway.’


    With that Victoria walked on to the stage and said, ‘But I thought the poor boy would’ve been kidnapped by Peter and Paul and would never be seen again.’ Everyone laughed.


    Hamilton came on next. ‘I suggested a little dog but we could never take the limelight off Toby, could we?’


    Next it was Rosa’s turn. ‘I wanted to send you to a Gladys Knight concert because she’s your favourite singer, and, of course, I would have to come with you.’


    With that Pablo said, ‘They could all give me their share of the money and I would move in with you, what better present could you have than waking up with me every morning.’ There was more laughter.


    Just then I could see Nadean come on to the stage, ‘The thing is Carole,’ she said, ‘there’s one thing that’s very important to you, and that’s the time you spend sitting under the tree by the pool; your tree and the bench you sit on.’ I opened the present and inside was a lovely new seat with a set of cushions, not just one seat but three. Nadean said, ‘The reason there are three seats, Carole, is at the moment only two people at a time can sit there and we all thought it would be very nice if there was more seating, so we could all sit there and enjoy your company together.’


    Riley took back the microphone from Nadean. He looked at me and said, ‘You see, Carole, there’s something very special about that tree, none of us know what it is, but all of us know that after we’ve been sitting under it with you we feel so much better. For the past few years it’s been known as Carole’s surgery but we think it should be called Carole’s tree of love because that’s what people feel as they sit there with you, they feel loved.’


    ‘Thank you for a very special birthday party. Firstly, I must thank Barbara, Peter, and Paul for putting it all together. I would also like to thank Latisha for making the evening so special. You sang every song I’ve ever loved and you sang them from your heart. Lastly, I thank everyone of you for coming and if you’ve enjoyed it half as much as I have that’s all that matters. In a strange way being fifty is a new start for me and I hope to live and savour every moment of the next fifty years. I should be so lucky I hear you say, but I’m living proof that when you set your heart on something, anything is possible, and I just hope you all love your lives as much as I love mine, thank you. My party might be over but my life is just beginning.’

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    Collette, this is very strange, I have nothing to write about! The party’s over and life is getting back to normal now that April and June have gone back home. I had a nice few days with them before they left, now I just need to start to sort a few people’s lives out, or, should I say, help a few of my friends. Where can I start? I know which ones need a helping hand but just throwing money at their problems isn’t the answer. All most of them need is to have peace of mind and that’s not something my money can buy for them. I’m definitely going to have to give this a lot of thought, Collette. I’ve so enjoyed telling you about my life and the lives of the people I live with, I really do look on you as a friend that I can tell anything to, I really want to continue writing to you but I’m worried I’m not going to have anything to tell you. Oh, that’s encouraging, the doorbell’s just rung, could be some gossip. Bye for now.


    Sorry Collette, I’m back now, it’s been three days since I last wrote to you. But I’ve been very busy. It all started when the doorbell rang with Graham wanting to know if I would like to go out for the day. He was only here for a few more days as he had to get back to work. Since Betty died he has been doing more work just to keep himself busy and all the talk of retiring for good has been put on hold for the time being. We drove over to the other side of the island where it was nice and quiet away from all the tourists. We seemed to walk for hours, stopping now and again to take in the views. We talked a lot about Betty but not in a sad way, and we also talked about my life here in Tenerife and how happy and content I was; Graham said he hoped he could feel like that again one day.


    We’d decided to stop and have something to eat; neither of us had got anything to be rushing back for, there’s a lovely little restaurant overlooking the sea, just perfect we thought. We both ordered sea bass with salad and Canarian potatoes, as I just love the mojo sauce. It was a so nice, there was a slight sea breeze and we slowly drank a nice bottle of red wine and chatted. ‘You made Betty’s life here so special, Carole. Just like her, you knew she didn’t have long, but every day on the island was a bonus day and that was down to you. I wish there was a way of repaying you for the love you gave, us, but it’s not just us. You’re so caring, Carole. You give your time and your love to a lot of people around the complex and, to be honest Carole, you seem to be the only one who lives there that doesn’t have any hang-ups.’ We both laughed.


    ‘They’re a very strange bunch, Graham, but a lot of them have become family to me; there are one or two I wouldn’t want to be related to if I’m honest, but that’s the case in most families isn’t it. I wish I could sort out some of their problems. It’s OK for me to keep saying things will work out in the end, but I know somehow I could be giving things a helping hand, Graham.’


    ‘Well how do you think you’d be able to do that, Carole, where would you start?’


    ‘One or two of them just seem to have families that need their heads banging together, and like all families that have fallen out they just need a gentle nudge in the right direction to get them back together again. But with others, well, their problems are a bit more complicated to say the least. Then there’s one who needs help but doesn’t realise it, but I’m sure if I started to look into that one there would be some very unhappy people as a result of my meddling. The thing is, Graham, I just don’t know where to start or even if I should start.’


    ‘Well Carole, perhaps you should start at the beginning and tell me what you want to achieve, then between both of us we might come up with a solution to one or two of them, but the thing you’re forgetting is, Carole, I’m a detective, I’m not Miss Marple but maybe the next best thing.’


    ‘First things first, we’ll order another bottle of wine then we’ll draw up an action plan, so let’s get started and we’ll make a list first.


    ‘Peter’s mother disowned him because he’s gay, and his father had left her for another man when Peter was only a child.


    ‘Rosa and her baby lived in fear with her violent boyfriend. Now he’s gone but she’s trapped renting his parent’s apartment.


    ‘Victoria’s family think she slept with her future brother- in- law, but the truth is he forced himself on her and caused a major family rift.


    ‘Hamilton’s family are ashamed of him because he’s only an accountant and has not followed the family’s tradition by joining the medical profession.


    ‘Nadean doesn’t know who her son’s father is and has lived with this guilt for too many years.


    ‘Pablo’s not really a problem, but it’s time he thought with his brain and not just his cock.


    ‘Riley, my baby of the bunch, just needs to learn to trust and love again. I don’t know how to solve that one so maybe he will be my long-term project.


    ‘Now Graham, those are the ones who need my help the most but there’s one more situation, and this is where you being a detective might come in very handy. For some reason, Felicity doesn’t see a single thing wrong with that husband of hers, and he, my dear, is rotten to the core. I have never told you or Betty this, but I found out where he goes every Thursday. I followed him one Thursday and he saw me. More importantly, I saw him and he was with his young girlfriend and their son. Now he knows that I know his secret and he’s scared stiff I’m going to tell Felicity which I won’t of course, I really don’t want Felicity to get hurt.’


    ‘Well I don’t know about me being the detective, Carole, you seem to be doing very well by yourself.’


    ‘Yes, Graham, but it’s the past with Jeremy that interests me more, where did all their money come from? Why is she kept in the dark with all the three business dealings? But the big question is where is her brother, is he dead or alive, and was he paid off, why is no one allowed to talk to Felicity unless Jeremy is there? I’m bloody nosey I’m the first to admit that, but that poor woman isn’t allowed to even think for herself and his smugness really gets to me. I’ve wiped the smile off his face once before, but the next time I want to do it for good. Everyone on the complex thinks that Peter and Paul are the evil ones, but when it concerns Jeremy I am afraid I’m the evil one. I like to live in a world where good wins over evil, if you know what I mean.’


    ‘Oh Carole, don’t ever let me get on the wrong side of you. I don’t want to end up face down in the swimming pool.


    ‘So where shall we start, Carole? The two biggest problems are Nadean’s and Felicity’s from what I can see. The others are quite straightforward, you just have to phone Victoria’s sister, Peter’s and Hamilton’s parents and it’s job done.’


    ‘Well with those clever remarks I think we should call it a day, Graham. It’s been a lovely day and it’s made me see things a bit clearer now, it’s amazing how clear things become after a few glasses of red wine. But I’m not being silly, Graham, am I, it’s not all pie in the sky, I really do think I could help one or two of them, don’t you? It’s not just me living in Carole’s world is it?


    ‘No Carole, I just need to give it all a lot of thought. We don’t want anyone upset, do we, and we certainly don’t want to make anyone’s life worse. The last thing you need is not to have any friends left at all, but somehow I don’t think that will ever happen.’


    You see, Collette, did I tell you we were in for an exciting time and now it’s written in black and white I can see what needs doing; it somehow just seems like a list that needs sorting, and you know what I’m like with a list, I’m not happy until it’s sorted. I have a boring day tomorrow as I’m having a meeting with my accountant, Mr Bentley; he tells me my money needs sorting out, investments etc. Since I’ve bought and furnished this place I’ve not really spent much more of my money, what I’ve spent has just been the interest I get on my investments. Although I do seem to be out shopping with Barbara most of the time, we don’t actually buy that much. We sit in restaurants people-watching, or being nosey I hear you say. All the money stuff doesn’t really interest me; I’ve never been a person who needed much, I’d be perfectly happy if I could continue to live my life as it is now. I did at one point think of asking Hamilton for advice, Collette, but I didn’t want it to affect our friendship, and from what I can see, Mr Bentley seems to be doing a good job anyway. Barbara’s boss uses him all the time so he must be good at his job. We always go somewhere nice to eat when we’re discussing all the ins and outs of my investments, he treats me well and doesn’t charge me too much for doing it. I think he gets a bit of a kick out of me not knowing anything about it all, so it always makes him feel so important, a typical man.


    ‘It is so nice to see you again, Mr Bentley.’


    ‘Oh please call me Barry, I’ve known you five years now, Carole, I know it’s only been business but I feel we know each other well enough by now to be on first name terms, don’t you?’


    ‘Let’s order some food before we get stuck into the boring business of money, Barry, boring money.’


    ‘Oh Carole, you’re so funny. Ninety-nine per cent of my clients would be horrified if you said money was boring, they worship it, money is their god.’


    ‘Not me, Barry, it’s there to be used and enjoyed, and if I can help a few of my friends with it, I will.’ I think he thought I was flirting with him, Collette. He’s very nice and a real gentleman, but God, life with him would be so boring. Imagine going to the supermarket with him, he would be checking the price of everything, I would have to keep all my receipts and they would all have to be tallied up at the end of the month. I can hear it now, Carole, why did you spend thirteen pounds on hair products last month but twenty-five pounds this month. Definitely not the man for me, Collette.


    We had a very nice meal; he would only have one small glass of wine, so I finished off the bottle and had a g and t to finish. He said how much he’d enjoyed my party and I’d forgotten he was even there. I pity the poor sod that was stuck with him! However, he did say that a man he was introduced to was very interested in my finances and I knew who he meant right away. ‘That would’ve been Jeremy sticking his fat nose into my business, I’ll kill him.’


    ‘Don’t worry Carole, I told him I don’t discuss my client’s business with anyone. He said he was a businessman and a very good friend of yours and was just looking out for you; he thought you being a single woman in a foreign country could easily be ripped off. But to be honest, Carole, I didn’t really know what to make of him.’ I’ll tell you this much, Collette, I might not get everything crossed off that list but I can assure you the one that will be crossed off will be Jeremy, if it’s the last thing I ever do. How dare he ask my accountant about my money situation, he’s obviously forgotten what I know about his affairs, and I don’t mean his money affairs, well not yet, but I’m still working on that one.


    Getting to the boring bit of the evening, Barry had suggested I invested some of my money in an apartment. Apparently interest rates in the banks aren’t that good at the moment and I could get a lot more of an income from renting out a property. I don’t really know, but Barry is very good at his job and I suppose it makes sense. I don’t need the hassle but if I rented it out long term, hopefully that would be a lot easier than renting it out to weekly holidaymakers. Do you know, Collette, I think I’ll give it some thought and talk to Barbara about it, she knows the property game here in Tenerife better than anyone.


    Not that I needed an excuse for a night out with Barbara, but it’s been two weeks since I’d had my meeting with Barry and I suppose I should look into this apartment thing really. I booked a table for us at Rosina’s, one of our favourite restaurants, which was owned by a very clever lady. She was very glamorous and we were always made to feel so welcome. The waiters were – well how can I put it, Collette – very fit, very handsome young men who were very attentive. What always made me smile was all the females that were working for Rosina were very plain and all carried a little bit of excess weight. It was so obvious she’d never employ a girl who was more glamorous than herself; she was the star of the show. The other thing I loved to do there was people-watching, quite a lot of Tenerife’s businessmen would be eating there with, well not their wives should I say, but their secretaries or, as one man used to say, ‘This is a work colleague and she’s doing some research work for us at the moment.’ Research on what though, it makes the mind boggle. But it’s always a good night out.


    Down to the business of my money, I explained the situation to Barbara and she thought it was a very good idea. She said if she’d known I had money like that to invest she would have suggested it years ago. She joked and said I could become the next Jeremy but I said I don’t want to rent to holidaymakers. I was well aware there was more money to be had with holidaymakers but I just wanted an easy life and Barbara could see why. So it was just a question of finding something at the right price. I joked that the ideal property would be one on my complex, I could keep an eye on it easily then, and I knew it had very good rental potential. But for starters there weren’t any for sale, and everyone that lived there was happy and not ready to move on so that wasn’t an option. There was absolutely no way I was going to ask Jeremy if he would sell one of his four apartments to me, and with that little joke making her smile Barbara nipped off to the toilet. While she was gone I suddenly had a brainwave; there is one apartment that I could buy...it comes with a ready-made tenant. I’d be helping a friend and I would be ticking the first thing off my list.


    ‘The problem is solved, Barbara. Well, not solved exactly, that’s your job, seeing as you’re Tenerife’s top estate agent. I know the property I want isn’t for sale, but I’m sure you would be able to persuade them to sell it to me, but there is one other thing. I don’t want anyone to know I’ve bought it.’


    ‘My God Carole, I’ve only been to the toilet for five minutes and you’ve come up with this idea; I think we need to go back a bit, perhaps we should start with which property you want to buy.


    ‘Before that, Barbara, I think we need another bottle of wine, served by that very nice young man over there, or should we choose him over there, or both would be nice – one each. Whichever one serves us will make us feel special and eighteen again, what are we both like, Barbara?


    ‘Rosa’s apartment is the one I want; I know she doesn’t own it. Her ex-boyfriend’s parents do, and they only bought it for them to live in. From what I can gather they don’t want anything more to do with her or their grandson, Nicky. The rent she pays them is quite high and I know they’ve already told her she’d be better off in a smaller apartment, but she’s refused to move. But Barbara, how could I buy it without them or her knowing it is me?’


    ‘That’s easy, Carole, you could buy it by setting up a company and the company buy it, only the solicitors would know your name. No one else has to know who owns the company, so Rosa would never find out and no one on the complex would ever suspect you owned it. The first problem is that the apartment’s not for sale, how do we persuade them to sell? We need to find his address then I will write to him and say we have a client who is looking to buy on your complex. I’ll give the impression that everyone on the complex has been approached, and then he will be more careful about the price he asks, because he wouldn’t want my client to buy one of the other apartments if he overprices his. As you say, he doesn’t live there and since his son and Rosa are no longer together I doubt he even visits. You know what; I think this might just work, Carole. Now on to more important business which waiters are we taking home with us tonight?’ We both laughed and called for a taxi, a taxi for just the two of us, Collette, but it would have been very nice to finish the evening off with a little bit of male attention.


    Good morning, Collette, I do feel I’ve not filled you in on any of my news for about a week at least, but I’ve nothing to tell you really, the complex has been quite quiet, I’ve not really had that much to do with anyone. Jeremy’s apartments have all been rented out to three German families who go out very early in the morning and come back late at night. The great thing is they don’t go to the pool so everything has been a bit mundane. Barbara phoned me yesterday; she is coming for dinner tonight. I don’t know whether she’s written to the owner of Rosa’s apartment yet. I don’t like to keep on at her, she is always so busy working while I just spend my days sat on my ass, but I will ask her tonight.


    How different can two days be, Collette; yesterday nothing to say, today loads. Barbara came to dinner and arrived all excited, I poured us a drink and she said. ‘We’ll just sit inside and drink that, I don’t want everyone to hear what I have to say,’ and winked. By everyone she meant Peter and Paul. ‘Now Carole, I have I hope some good news for you. The day after our night out I wrote to the owner of Rosa’s apartment. I managed to get his address from Nancy, a lady that works at one of the other estate agencies down the street from ours. Then I thought we would have a bit of a wait but not so, he came right on the day he received the letter. The minute the door opened I could tell it was him, fat and loud, a very frightening man to start with, but you know me Carole, I love a challenge. He asked what the letter was all about, so I told him that it’s exactly what the letter says, we have a client who is looking to purchase a property on the complex where his apartment is. I didn’t let him get a word in edgeways, the least amount of questions he asked me the better. “Has anyone else come forward to sell theirs?”


    “I’m not at liberty to say, I am sorry,” I told him. “My clients are not after a bargain and they are willing to pay the market value, so I suggest if you’re thinking about selling it that you get it valued independently and let us know your price, and then we will consider it. You know where we are, thanks for coming in and have a good day.”


    ‘Moving on from that, Carole, he came back yesterday with a valuation, all in writing from another estate agent for one hundred and eighty thousand, which is not too far off the mark. I would have valued it between one-seventy to one-eighty myself. So, my dear, the ball’s in your court.’


    ‘Oh Barbara, what do I do now?’


    ‘Well, you have time on your side. I don’t think he would put it on the open market; first you have to decide whether you want to buy it, the next thing is to go to a solicitor and sort out setting up a company to buy it, and let them sort it all out for you. I think you might need to see Barry, your accountant, and finally, more importantly, Carole let’s eat. I’m bloody starving.’


    Collette, I’ll cut to the chase. I won’t bore you with all the solicitor and accountant business, I don’t really understand it all myself let alone write about it. I have agreed to buy it at the price he’d said just to get it done fast; the only other person who knows is Barbara and the longer I can keep it like that the better. The only other thing I’ve done is get my solicitor to write a letter to Rosa to explain that a management company are buying her apartment but would still like to rent it to her on a long-term agreement.


    On the day I knew Rosa would get the letter, my plan was to make an excuse to go around to hers. I bought Nicky a little present and called around. ‘Oh Carole, I have had a letter from a solicitor, would you read it and tell me what it means. I think it sounds OK, but would you check it for me?’


    ‘Of course, Rosa. That does sound good, at last you’ve seen the back of Nicky’s dad and his family, now you’ll be able to move on with your life. You never know this management company might spend some money on the apartment.’


    ‘Thank you, Carole, it does sound too good to be true but you always told me life would turn out good for me eventually.’


    ‘But one thing Rosa, if I was you I wouldn’t tell anyone about it, you know how nosey they are, especially Jeremy; this is the new start you need and everything can only get better from now on.’


    My solicitor has told me it will take about six weeks to get everything sorted, Collette. I’m so pleased I’ve been able to help Rosa not by just giving her money, but by giving her and Nicky a new start, a future without that violent family always being in her life. It just shows there are ways I can help people, but that’s only one problem off my list, who do I try and sort next?


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    Good afternoon, Collette, I’m bored. The apartment I’ve bought is all going through, but other than Barbara I can’t talk to anyone else about it. Rosa’s had another letter from my solicitor telling her they will contact her when it finally completes and she can’t wait. The wonderful thing is she seems to have grown in confidence. When I see her walking past the pool while I am reading my book, she walks so much taller with her head held high, and when we talk she seems so happy; life will still not be easy for her but at least she can move on. I’m so looking forward to seeing what she makes of her and Nick’s life. But I am getting into a rut, I want to sort the others out but I don’t know where to start; the only one I’ve confided in is Graham. I spoke to him a couple of weeks ago, and he didn’t say whether he’d had any thoughts on what we’d talked about. He’s over here for a two week break from next week, but I’m a bit disappointed because he’s staying nearer to the golf course and not in one of Jeremy’s apartments. It makes sense really as he will play golf most days, but I’m sure we’ll meet up for dinner some evenings. I will shake myself out of this, it’s no good letting it get me down, and when you think about it, Their problems aren’t anything to do with me really, and like Graham said, the last thing that’s needed is for me to make things worse, perhaps I should leave things alone.


    Graham has arrived, Collette. We went out for dinner last night with Barbara which was lovely. I told him all about buying the apartment; I had to be very careful what I said though as Barbara only knows about me investing my money, she’s not aware of my list. It was a very pleasant evening and Graham seems to be getting on with his life, he said he’s been back working full-time which keeps him busy. He suggested we had a day out together but he was afraid it wouldn’t be like the days out Betty and myself used to have, he was allergic to clothes shops. Barbara laughed and said how could that ever be as people were born to shop. She joked we’d make a shopper out of him yet and Betty would be very proud of us.


    On our day out, we decided to go in Graham’s hire car to the other side of the island, have a nice walk and a bit of lunch. He picked me up about ten in the morning; it was a little cloudy so ideal walking weather. I do like the north side of Tenerife sometimes; it’s so much quieter, you can walk for miles before you see anyone else, the weather’s not so hot and makes such a nice change. ‘Now Carole, you haven’t mentioned your list to me yet, don’t you want to know what I’ve found out for you?’


    ‘I didn’t like to ask, Graham, I know you’ve been so busy with work and sorting your life out.’


    ‘Yes Carole, but I’ve really enjoyed finding out about the residents of your little apartment block; thanks to the information you sent me and the police computer, I think you might be very interested in what I have to say. Are you ready for a long walk, I might not enjoy shopping like Betty did, but I don’t mind a good gossip. She’d be very proud of you I think, gossiping is half way there and shopping will eventually come.


    ‘Would you like me to start with Nadean first, Carole? Well, one of the men involved died about three years ago; that was Burt, the other two are very much alive and both live very different lives. Steve has settled in the Lake District where he spends most of his days fishing; his wife died fifteen years ago, he has two children who both live in the Midlands. It was really easy to find all that out because there was a book written a few years ago about famous people who moved to the Lakes to get away from their busy lives, and as he was still a minor celebrity there were a few pages written about him.


    ‘As for Lee, he has stayed around football all of his life, going from playing football to managing a few teams and I must say not very successfully, he’s been sacked or asked to leave four separate times. He’s tried to get into TV but not with a lot of success, his downfall has been the drink and the women. From what I’ve read he still thinks he’s in his twenties and very much lives the life of a twenty year old. Lee has been married three times and none of those marriages has produced any children; that is not to say he hasn’t had any children we don’t know about by the numerous girlfriends. But I think he’s a very sad and a very bitter person; in the days he played football the pay packets were nowhere near what the players of today are paid. To be honest, in his heyday he was a first-class player, but he didn’t know how or when to stop being a footballer and settle down and live a normal life.’


    ‘Well Graham, what can I say two, completely different characters, not forgetting Burt, he might be dead now but that doesn’t mean he isn’t Kevin’s dad.’


    ‘Would you like me to go on to one of the others, Carole?’


    ‘Is there more?’


    ‘Oh yes, I am leaving the best till last. First Hamilton. I looked into his family; his father and grandfather are two of the most successful and well respected people in the medical profession. His grandfather has written many times for The Lancet over the years, and his father is on so many committees and is such a highly respected surgeon. As for Hamilton’s brothers: one is a GP in Kent, the other is a doctor working out in the Far East, but they both have to go a long way yet to match their father and grandfather’s achievements.


    ‘Peter, well, no information at all, I think that one’s down to you; as for Riley, I’ve not even looked into him. He’s still so young, he’s still got a lot of growing up to do yet, but I think you’ll be able to steer him in the right direction without my help. Either that or he’ll lead you astray, but thinking about it that might not be a bad idea, a few nights out with young Riley and you might come back with a toy boy.


    ‘Shall we have a bit of lunch now so you can take in what I’ve told you so far, Carole?’


    ‘That would be nice. I think if we turn left there are a few little restaurants overlooking the villages in the valley. I could do with a nice cold beer, it is all well and good finding out the information for me, but how do I go about doing anything with it now?’


    ‘That’s the difficult bit, Carole, everything has to be given a lot of thought.’


    Collette, we had a very nice lunch and didn’t talk about the list again until we started walking, it was almost like the problem solving was a job and we’d been on our lunch break. Of all the information Graham had found out for me I was more interested in the men in Nadean’s life. I really wanted to sort that out for her and I thought that I would make that my priority.


    ‘More walking I think, Carole, and on to another resident, this time Victoria and the past she’s left behind. The information you sent me was a big help; the name of the solicitors and the full name of the solicitor’s son really helped. Her sister is still working there and has been made a partner in the firm. She’s also a well-known spokeswoman on the women’s rights scene; she does a lot of work for women’s rights in the work place, and has written quite a lot about it. As for the son, James, he moved to Devon, then on to Cornwall where he opened a bar in Newquay. He married one of his staff and they had a child, then she divorced him on the grounds of adultery because he’d slept with a member of his staff. I did think that was it until I came across an article in the Cornish Times. Apparently, three girls went to the police to report him; they’d said they’d all worked for him and everything was fine until he’d had a couple of drinks, then he changed. All three had accused him of sexual harassment in the work place; he’d become very forceful and demanding when he had a drink. Of course, he denied it all and it never went to court and the girls all left. But the thing that did interest me was the solicitor representing him was his father’s firm, and from what I can read between the lines the girls must have been paid off. The thing is Carole, this James isn’t part of Victoria’s sister’s life now, and certainly has nothing to do with Victoria so I don’t know how this can help.’


    ‘Neither do I Graham, I need to give it some thought, but I do think the newspaper article will come in handy at some point. You’ve been so busy I really don’t know how to thank you.’


    ‘But Carole, I haven’t finished yet, I told you I would leave the best till last, and who do you think I’ve got left to tell you about? Well I can tell you it’s not Dolly and the little dog Toby, and it’s not Pablo and all his conquests; it can only be one person, are you ready for this, I think we might have to find a seat and sit down. Have you guessed yet?’


    ‘Graham, I hope it’s who I think it is, I would love to have more dirt on him.’


    ‘Yes Carole, you’re right and it’s certainly dirt all right, and more to the point, it’s blackmail. Jeremy, the man who thinks he’s so squeaky clean. Carole, this is the part of your list I’ve enjoyed looking into the most, and with the information you told me in the beginning, well that really did help. Yes, they moved here from Torquay and they did meet in the department store; Felicity’s father did own a lot of property which when sold added up to quite a lot of money, several million enough to live very comfortably for the rest of their lives. That was all very straightforward, but you did say you thought Felicity had a brother and that’s where I really had to look much deeper. I did think it might be a bit like looking for a needle in a haystack, but once I found out his full name and put it into the police computer a lot of the work was done for me, so I can’t take credit for all of it. The brother’s name is David, he’s two years older than his sister and he’s living in Exeter, not that far from Torquay. Carole, the reason I was able to track him down was because he has a police record, and quite a long one at that, all for the same thing, all for being drunk and disorderly mainly around Exeter city centre.’


    ‘Graham, that’s very sad, it’s obviously an illness and he just needs someone’s help to put him on the right track; you’d think the position Jeremy’s in he’d be able to help his brother-in-law so easily.’


    ‘Now, Carole, there is good news. David hadn’t been arrested for three years so I presumed he’d either moved, died or got himself sorted, and the third was the correct one. With that information I really didn’t know what to do. Should I just leave it at that, but then I thought to myself Carole’s bound to want more. It was OK finding out about the brother, but why doesn’t he have any contact with his sister? What happened, and the bit I wanted to know most about was, did David have any of the parent’s money when they died?


    ‘So I thought I would take myself off to Exeter and meet David. Carole, I had to think up a story and a few white lies; the last thing he would want was to have a policeman on his doorstep. In a way if he’d still been a drinker that would have been OK, a few pints and he would probably tell me all I needed to know. David lives in a little one-bedroom flat in the centre of Exeter, in an OK area actually, which I thought strange as it doesn’t really fit with his profile of being drunk and disorderly for so many years. I was all prepared with my story fixed in my mind, what I was going to say, who I was, why I was here, and I knocked on the door. To my surprise a very smart looking gentleman answered the door; I was so shocked as just like his address he didn’t fit the profile either. With that, I thought there’s no way I can lie to this man; I have to be honest with him, and if he tells me to piss off and mind my own business I would leave it at that.


    ‘I introduced myself and I even said I was a policeman but it wasn’t police business I was on. I told him a friend of mine was a good friend of Felicity’s and was very concerned about her; they knew she had a brother, and was sure in her heart Felicity would like to be reunited with him, and that she couldn’t understand why the two of you weren’t close anymore. Carole, I didn’t mention your name to start with; the last thing we needed was for Jeremy to find out you were meddling. It didn’t matter about me but you have to live next to him.


    ‘The minute I said Felicity’s name his eyes filled up with tears, and then he just wanted to know how she was and was she happy and healthy. Then he asked if she was still with him. I knew who he meant and said yes.’


    ‘“That’s so sad, my sister deserves a lot better in life than him, but she’s so blind where he’s concerned.” I told David that I thought Felicity was happy and with that he smiled and that said it all. “You see Graham, my dear sister believes in her heart that everyone else is wrong, and the only person that’s right and would care and look after her is Jeremy; that man brainwashed her when she was just a teenager and there was no changing her mind. I tried, my mother, God love her, tried, and as for her close friends, they just gave up on her. It was so sad to see her friends going one by one; he told her they were false and only after her for what they could get, and that was just so wrong. The only person to use her to get what he wanted was Jeremy.”


    ‘“David, could I be very nosey and ask you why you don’t have any contact with your sister? If you want to tell me to mind my own business I do understand, but my friend feels in her heart Felicity would really like to see you, families are meant to be together.”


    ‘“I don’t have a problem telling you the story; I don’t think I’ve anything left to lose in my life. First of all, I presume the way you found me was by my police record. Well I don’t have a drink problem any more or a problem with you knowing why and how I have that record. I just hope and pray all that’s in my past. I now take each day as it comes, and when I get into my bed at night I thank God I’ve got through another day, and I feel that each day I get stronger, but that’s not telling you why me and my sister don’t see each other is it?


    ‘“Everything goes back many years; in some ways it goes back to the day Felicity first met Jeremy at work in Vines department store; he worked in the menswear department and she worked on the cosmetic counter, he was a little bit older than her but that wasn’t a problem. At first he seemed OK and they were the perfect young couple. I liked him and so did my father, but my dear mum couldn’t stand him from day one. She said to me after just a few months that he would be the downfall of our family, and how right she was. If only I’d listened to her, or better still if my father had listened to her. The thing was, Jeremy had struggled all his life and had near enough bought himself up, and to be able to get a job in Vines was a big achievement for him with his background. But what made him stand out from the rest was his gift of the gab, the salesman in him, he basically sold himself to us and we bought it: my sister, my dad and myself. He made my dad feel so important, he used to say to him, I just want to be like you, the life you’ve made for yourself and your family is so good, and you’ve worked so hard. You’re such a fine example to me, and my dad believed it, every little bit. My mum used to say that he’ll take everything we own, she tried so hard to split them up, but Felicity was having none of it.


    ‘“As my dad was getting older, Jeremy would help him with the houses he rented out; he would go out on a Friday night and collect the rents for him when the tenants had been paid, he would help with odd jobs and do whatever my dad asked.”


    ‘“David, where did you fit in to all of this, surely your dad would ask you first, being his son.’


    ‘“Well Graham, I couldn’t help him. You see I was in London at university, my dad and my mum were both so very proud of me, I didn’t see how he was worming his way into the family. My mum used to tell me he was, but I just thought she was being over- protective to her children. The only thing I did notice was Felicity was becoming so reliant on him, she used to be such a lively and bubbly person, but he made all the decisions now, where they went, what they were going to be doing and what people they could mix with. Her friends she’d grown up with and the ones she worked with were gradually squeezed out of the picture, most of their social time was spent with my parents going out for meals and even holidays, which my father always paid for of course. Jeremy was always so appreciative and such a crawler. When they got married my father wanted to give them one of his properties, but my mum was having none of that; how Jeremy tried to charm my mum, but she saw right through him and eventually they moved into one of the flats which my dad owned. This, however, made Jeremy work even harder on my parents; there was nothing he wouldn’t do to help. The reason being, he was out to get everything; he didn’t care how he got it or who he hurt on the way.’


    ‘“Something tells me you got hurt along the way, is that true?’


    ‘“Yes Graham, I did but it wasn’t all Jeremy’s fault. I had a big problem and he played on it, but he didn’t give me the problem, I did that. You see, when I moved back to Torquay after university, I went to work for a solicitor; within a short time I became a junior partner. I really enjoyed it and took over doing a lot of my father’s legal work which worked out well. By this time, both Felicity and Jeremy had stopped working at Vines; he was working full-time with my dad on his property business which was getting bigger. Felicity had given up work to become a housewife. Apart from my job I didn’t have a lot of interests except horse racing; I bet on the horses – not much to start with – but then it started to become a problem. I felt I was in control at the time but looking back I was way out of control, then I slipped up and guess who was there to witness it, or catch me out? Yes, Jeremy. I was gambling away my wages so quickly, but I really believed I just needed that one big win, and then I’d give up. I know now even if I’d had that big win I could never have given up. At the time I was living in one of mum and dad’s flats. It didn’t bother me that I didn’t own it, not like Jeremy who was obsessed with owning property. He thought the more he owned the more people would look up to him, but like me he only rented and that really bugged him. The gambling got to a point where I owed people money and they weren’t nice people; they wanted their money back with a lot of interest. I was in no position to pay anything back. There was no way I was going to ask my parents as they’d worked so hard for every penny they had; it would destroy them to know what I’d been doing. I had to get out of it myself and I found the perfect solution, or so I thought.


    ‘“As I did all the legal work for my dad’s property business, I decided to transfer one of the properties into my name and then remortgage it; the money I would get back would pay off the people who I owed the money to and everything would be sorted; it was quite simple for me, a few signatures here and there and it was done. Everything went OK until about three months later. Jeremy phoned me one day and asked if I could meet him for a drink after I’d finished work; this wasn’t really that out of character as he’d done it a few times before. When he was trying to get more involved in the family business, he’d meet me and act all concerned saying my dad was working too hard; I should help him to persuade my dad to give more responsibility to him which was never going to happen, but I always let him think I was on his side. We met in a quiet pub near to where I worked. When I arrived, Jeremy looked like he was the cat that had just got the cream. He started with general chit-chat and then hit me full on with it. ‘David, I won’t beat around the bush you’ve had gambling debts you’ve now paid them off and I know how you’ve managed that.’ I wish he’d just shot me, it was the end of my world and I’m still suffering the effects of it all these years later. ‘There are a couple of things I can do David, one being the obvious by telling your father, the other to say nothing for the time being and then at some point we can come to some agreement over money. The ball’s in your court, which would you like to go with?’ Well Graham, I went with the second option and have regretted it ever since. I should have just come clean with my parents, and told them how I was being blackmailed by Jeremy, but at the time I would do anything to not let them find out. I was so stupid.’


    ‘“It wasn’t just taking the money, it was the fact that I’d forged legal papers, I could have gone to prison and Jeremy knew that. As time went on my dad did less and less and let Jeremy do more. He got involved in the money and legal side of the business. My dad taught him well. Believe it or not, I stopped gambling completely and have never put a bet on from that day to this, but where one vice ended another began. I started to drink. First it was just after work and at weekends, then it got to the point that I couldn’t go out the door in the morning until I had a couple of vodkas. I was hooked and Jeremy knew that. He had me over a barrel and to be honest at that point I couldn’t care less. Life was getting me down and I had a breakdown, the family all said it was the pressure of work but I knew different; I was terrified I would end up in prison.


    ‘“One day, Jeremy called around to see me. I was so low at the time and he knew it; he looked me in the eye and said, ‘David, I want to help you, I want you to be able to put everything behind you and start again.’


    ‘“You don’t want to help me unless there is something in it for yourself, Jeremy. It’s been several years now since you found out about me, so you’ve had a very long time to think up how I can repay you, and to be honest I just want to get it over with once and for all.’


    ‘“But David, I’m here to help you, that’s my only concern: your health and happiness.’ That made me laugh. He was only ever out for himself. My parents weren’t in good health and they relied on him, and my sister, well, she just did as she was told. I knew he was out for the kill and to be honest I just wanted it over with.


    ‘“David, I’ve put a plan of action together to help you, not just for the next few weeks or the next few years but for the rest of your life. We both know that you have a big problem with gambling and an even bigger problem with alcohol. No one except me and you know this and I think that’s the way it should stay; we don’t want to get your parents or Felicity upset do we, so this is what I’ve come up with. One other thing David, we also don’t want the police to find out about the forgeries on the mortgage, the last thing any of us would want is to see you going to prison. This is what is going to happen; you will sign all of your inheritance over to Felicity. In return you will have a flat bought and paid for and you will get a monthly sum of money. None of this will happen until both your parents have died. The flat won’t be in Torquay and you will never discuss this with anyone but me; Felicity must never know about this. I really don’t think there is anything left to say. By the way, if you don’t agree to this I’m afraid I have no option than to get the police involved and that would be no good for your parents or you. I will make the arrangements to have all the legal papers drawn up, all you’ll have to do is sign them. David, this is all for your own good, no one wants to see you as a down and out on the streets, you’ll have a roof over your head for the rest of your life. Before I go there’s one other small thing. When your parents are no longer with us, you will not have any contact with me or Felicity, and do I make myself clear?’


    ‘“So you see Graham, that’s what sort of person my brother-in-law is. When my parents did pass on, the flat was bought for me in Exeter and that’s when my drinking really started. I was so embarrassed and in such a state day after day, but my habit was being paid for so I didn’t have to worry where the money for the next drink was coming from. There was no way I was ever going to contact Felicity; I didn’t need him to tell me not to, my pride wouldn’t have let me. Jeremy didn’t make me into the alcoholic that I was, but he did keep me from getting cleaned up, and to this day I get my five hundred pounds a month paid in to my bank account, but he is not to blame for me cocking my life up. I’ve not had a drink now for three years, I’m very happy living a quiet life. My only regret and I have only one is that I don’t see my sister.”’


    ‘Carole, what a very sad life and all because of Jeremy’s greed. I don’t know if it would help David to see his sister, it’s taken him so many years to sort himself out, the last thing that he needs to happen is for him to go back to the drink.’


    ‘Yes Graham, I have to give this a lot of thought, it involves three people and I could end up hurting all three. What have I started, by looking into the lives of the people I care about, am I just a busy body?’


    ‘No Carole, you are a person who just wants to help friends who can’t help themselves, and that can only be a good thing.’


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    Hello Collette, it’s been over a week since I told you about my day out with Graham, and since then I’ve done nothing. It is the first time since I moved here that I’ve gone ten days without going to the pool or even going for a walk. The furthest I’ve been is the supermarket and to tell the truth all I’ve bought to eat is rubbish, I don’t want to see another pack of crisps or chocolate biscuits for a long time. I haven’t had any visitors, but that is through choice and, I’ve nothing to tell you or write about really. There have been days I really regret finding out all about my neighbours, it’s made me miserable, and that is not a bit like me. At first I found everything exciting and I was going to solve all their problems. I thought the world was going to be a far better place because of it. Oh how wrong I was, and what made it seem easy was buying the flat that Rosa’s in. I thought first one sorted, on to the next. But Collette, I don’t know how to go about any of it. The only thing I’m sure of is I want to go to Jeremy and hit him right where it hurts, that man, I really want to kill him.


    There are three people who are worrying me and I feel if I don’t do something I will be letting them down. Victoria is so young and successful but all that success is pointless if you don’t have someone to share it with, and that someone should be her family. Then there’s Nadean; to have to live all these years not knowing who the father of her son is; I’m sure Kevin is not really bothered, but she doesn’t deserve to feel like that, one mistake and she’s paid for it forever. As for number three, she wasn’t even on my help list. Poor Felicity, she is a bit of a joke to most people, me included, with all her clothes, every outfit in every colour, all the face lifts and implants, but looking at her now, it’s all to hide the loss of her brother. What did Jeremy tell her happened to her brother, does she know he’s alive? Where do I start, Collette, should I even try. None of it is my business really. One thing’s for sure, Jeremy won’t like me poking my nose into his business. Come to think of it will any of them?


    I am back, Collette. I’ve had another sleepless night and given myself a good talking to, but I haven’t gone this far for nothing and I’m not giving up that easily. I believe I was meant to meet these people, and I know I am here to help them, just like my uncle helped me. So first thing this morning I’ve written a letter to both Steve and Lee. What I’ve said is I’m writing a book about life in the late sixties and early seventies, and as they were famous back then and very high profile would they be willing to answer a few questions. I’ve given my own name and address and included a stamped addressed envelope. Now this, Collette, is where I’ve had to be a little bit clever. I couldn’t just say, did you put money into a bank account for a child for twenty years, could I, but I wanted to let them know in a roundabout way that I know about the money. For all I know it could be Burt but seeing that he’s dead I’ll have no chance with him, will I?


    I have asked things like, what was it like to be the first kind of celebrities? Was it a good life in London mixing with the rich and famous? When they played matches abroad did they have a good time? When their careers ended was it hard to settle down to a normal life? None of which I wanted to know really but in my closing bit of the letter, I thanked them and gave them the impression I’d written to hundreds of people. Then I finished by saying I was the same age as them, but was brought up and lived my life in a little town in the Cotswolds, and I mentioned the name of the town. I gave the name of the town Nadean had lived in and, Collette, before I had second thoughts I posted them. I might have told a few white lies but who’s to say I won’t write a book one day on the sixties. Not a bad day’s work don’t you think, Collette, and also I need to be doing something or else I won’t have anything to write to you about, and that wouldn’t be any good, would it?


    I’m back. Not much to tell you, Collette; the normal everyday routine. I think it’s been a week since I last wrote anything. I was hoping to tell you I’d got replies to my letters. I haven’t but it’s early days yet. Been out to dinner with Barbara, Peter and Paul. It can be hard work with all three of them sometimes, they do try to outdo and upstage each other. I find sometimes I just sit there, eat and let it all go over my head. By the way, I’ve got something to look forward to and I think it might be quite interesting; it could help me with the list, by that I mean it might go towards crossing something off it. You see it, all came about yesterday. I was a little bit fragile from the night before, I sat in the shade reading my book, then out of the blue Victoria appeared with an older lady. They came over and Victoria introduced her as Aunt Mary. I was a bit shocked as she’d said this was her private space and didn’t let anyone else in to it. Aunt Mary was staying for two weeks; it was her first time abroad and she did look very excited. It reminded me of myself when I first visited Tenerife. She did mention she was suffering with the heat a bit, but was so happy to be here.


    Then, about seven o’clock, I was just making a tuna salad and the doorbell rang; it was Victoria. She said she was sorry to bother me, but she had a problem. She felt terrible asking me but could I help? We sat down and she explained how she had two weeks off and thought it was time to show Aunt Mary her secret hideaway, but as soon as she arrived today she got a call from her modelling agency. The problem was that she had a photo shoot a couple of weeks ago for a perfume campaign; the clients had now seen the photos and wasn’t happy with them, and wanted to reshoot some of them. She had to go back to London for two days and she was worried about leaving Mary by herself. I told her not to worry, I’d look after her, we’d have a great time together and I’d do all the old fogies’ things Tenerife had to offer with Mary, and when she came back we could do all the hip young things. Victoria laughed. So next time I sit down to write I’ll have someone else to tell you all about. By the way, I’ve had a few thoughts on what to do about Felicity’s brother; first I want to bring him into conversation with her, but I need to work on that. So I’m signing off for now but in a very positive way.


    I am back after a few days of waving my magic wand and trying to put everyone’s life in order, Collette. Now there’s good news and there’s good news. Yes, you thought I was going to say bad news but oh no, Collette, have faith in Carole. That’s Carole with an e, very important the e is. First of all, Mary and I got on very well. We had a laugh and a few too many gins but no harm was done. Mary’s a bit like me, quite nosey, but not as tactful as myself, so I thought she was the ideal person to meet with Felicity, I could load the gun and she would certainly fire it. We had a good day out on the Wednesday and I sort of put a few questions in her head and built up a picture of Felicity. I crossed my fingers that Jeremy would be off out on the Thursday as usual and then Mary and myself would pounce, although Mary didn’t know any of this of course.


    Thursday morning, I was up early and I caught Jeremy driving off, now all I had to do was get Mary into position and catch Felicity coming back from the shop with her pile of magazines. I planned to be at the pool for nine thirty and Mary and I would be there waiting. Felicity always goes to the shop at ten fifteen so we would say good morning as she went down, then grab her on the way back. Collette, you must think me very sad knowing the times people come and go; I reckon I could tell you what they buy on a certain day of the week which is even sadder. All going to plan, Mary was in position, we said the good mornings, we just had to wait for Felicity to come back and I’d pounce, with Mary’s help of course.


    ‘How are you today, Felicity, I’ve seen Jeremy go to work, what are you up to on this lovely sunny day? Oh, by the way, this is Victoria’s Aunt Mary who’s here on holiday for a couple of weeks but I’m looking after her for a few days as Victoria’s been called back to London urgently by her modelling agency. It’s a bit top secret, you know what the fashion industry’s like, I must stop I’ve probably said too much already.’


    ‘You can tell me Carole, I won’t breathe a word to anyone.’


    ‘I’m sorry Felicity, but I can’t. Mary and myself are popping out for a snack at that new restaurant today. Have you and Jeremy tried it yet, people say it is very nice?’


    ‘Oh yes Carole, we’ve been in the evenings and it’s very good.’


    With that, Mary chipped in. ‘Why don’t you join us, we could all have a good gossip, it’ll be fun.’ Perfect, Mary, your timing couldn’t have been more perfect, I said to myself.


    ‘Oh, I don’t know, I’ll have to check with Jeremy first.’


    ‘Oh, I thought Carole said he’d gone to work, we’ll only be out for an hour or so, you’ll be back way before him, what harm will it do?’


    ‘OK, what time will you be going, I’ll have to go and get ready.’


    ‘We’ll meet you back here around twelve thirty, it’ll be fun.’


    Part one of my plan in place, so now all I have to do is get her to talk about her brother, then work out whether she would want to see him or not. I remembered the last lunch with Felicity when I got her drunk, I didn’t want that to happen this time, I just wanted to see in her eyes if meeting her brother would be the right thing. Mary’s a big chatter box, and if I can push the conversation in the right direction I just might succeed, and as long as we don’t say why Victoria’s gone back to London until the end of the lunch, Felicity might just talk. As per the plan, Mary and myself waited by the pool for Felicity. We’d just put on a summer skirt and tee shirt, but I’d warned Mary that Felicity would come dressed to the nines, and I wasn’t wrong. There she was walking towards us in a white trouser suit with a shocking pink blouse, and matching shoes and handbag of course, not forgetting the scarf around her neck. Mary asked me if we should we go back and change into something smarter. I laughed and said, no way, this was a big outing for the outfit why should we spoil it for her?


    Once in the restaurant, the staff made a fuss of us as they knew Felicity and I think they probably saw the euro signs, but that was nice. Felicity loved all the attention she was getting because Mary said to her that it was like being out with a celebrity, which made her even happier. Down to business, I needed to concentrate and push the conversation onto families, but I was feeling a little left out: they couldn’t stop talking. One was telling the other how lucky she was to live in Tenerife, the other was saying how great it must be to have a niece who was a top model, and how Jeremy was such a good husband. Finally, I chipped in and said that Mary, Felicity and Jeremy moved here from Torquay which is a lovely part of England isn’t it, and believe it or not, Collette, that’s all I had to say, I just had to sit back and listen, it was all pouring out without me even opening my mouth, and the good thing is I didn’t feel bad about it. I wasn’t the one doing the interrogation, which is a first I must say. Mary just made Felicity feel so good and so important, and as Jeremy wasn’t there she was able to speak for herself. It just shows how under the thumb she is.


    Sorry Collette, I must get to the point. Firstly the light lunch turned out to be a few bottles of wine, lasting over three hours. Mary happened to mention that when they were young she and her family used to holiday in Torquay and they loved to visit Babacombe; with that, Felicity said her and her brother used to cycle there when they were young which led into her saying she doesn’t see him any more as he has a drink problem, and he is embarrassed to contact her. She said she’d got Jeremy to write to him on dozens of occasions but he never replies. ‘It’s so sad, we were such a close family when my parents were alive and now all I have is Jeremy, which is wonderful of course, he’s so caring and treats me so well, I’m so spoilt. He deals with all the money and business side of our apartments. He says he just doesn’t want me to have any worries. I’m so lucky to have him.’ That’s all I wanted to hear Collette; that bloody Jeremy is going to get his comeuppance, if it is the last thing I do, I just have to figure out a way of doing it. The one thing I now know is she wants to see her brother and it won’t be a distressing thing for her. Her brother definitely wants to see her. The only one who’s going to be distressed and very unhappy about all this is Jeremy and that will be just fine. What I need to work on now is Jeremy not telling the police about David forging the paperwork when he was a solicitor. I will have to talk to Graham about that; I’m sure we can put a plan together to help. Back to my list, Collette, now I’m on a roll.


    Victoria came back from reshooting the perfume photos. She was so pleased Mary and myself had such a good time. The three of us spent quite a bit of time together over the remaining week, which was fun; Victoria said she was finding it hard keeping up with us as we didn’t stop. I don’t think Felicity told Jeremy she’d been out to lunch with us, and if she did he hasn’t said anything to me about it. When I saw him the next day it was quite funny. He asked me how I was, I said, ‘Jeremy, I’m on good form actually and really looking forward to the rest of my life, how are you?’ He just glared at me.


    The other thing Mary and I talked about was Victoria’s parents and her sister. I really wanted to tell her about what Graham had found out, but I couldn’t as it could have caused a lot of problems, and it was bringing another person into the situation which I didn’t think was fair. Over the week, Victoria mentioned her mum quite a bit and said how much she thought she would have enjoyed being here with Mary, how much she just wished she could just put things right. But the more I think about the situation, the more I feel I’ve been looking at it in the wrong way. I’ve wanted to find a way of getting her reunited with her parents; perhaps I should concentrate on getting her back with her sister, Charlotte, and if that could happen the parents’ thing would sort itself out. So I’ve come up with a plan, well not really a plan, Collette, I am going to write her sister a letter which does seem quite boring I know, but I can’t think of anything else to do. I’ll just say I’m a good friend of Victoria and she doesn’t know I am writing, but if Charlotte looks back over the years at all the things James has got into trouble over, the out of court payouts, his drinking and the life he’s led since going to Cornwall, she must see Victoria was the innocent party. Surely Charlotte must also realise that the stag/hen party incident saved her from a dreadful marriage. If she ignores the letter I’ll have to think of something else, but Victoria won’t know I’ve written because Charlotte won’t contact her, not unless she wants to get back into Victoria’s life. With that, Collette, I just need to write it, sounds so easy but I’ll get back to you on my progress.


    Good morning Collette, it’s raining. Yes, something I’m not used to here in Tenerife, hopefully it will be over soon, I want to go for a walk, I feel I need to get away from the complex for a few hours. By the way, I sent the letter to Charlotte. I found the address of the solicitors where she works on the internet. It’s only been a few days so no reply yet. Still no reply to the letters I sent to Steve and Lee but I’ve not given up hope. There is gossip though and it was happening right under my nose, and I did not see it coming and I can’t believe I didn’t think of helping it along months ago. Two of my best friends are courting; that’s what we called it in my day, they probably call it something different now. Well, I say I didn’t really have a hand in it but I might have in a roundabout way so let me explain.


    Barbara was given two invites to a new modern club that was opening. The first night was invitation only. She suggested we go but I said I thought we were a bit long in the tooth for it and didn’t really fancy it. So we gave the invites to Rosa, who took one of her work mates and I babysat for Nicky. Looking after Nicky is one of my great pleasures in life; I do it two or three times a month. If Rosa is going to be late, he stays at my apartment, and I take him back in the morning which means Rosa doesn’t have to rush back. Nicky loves it because he gets spoiled; we watch DVDs and eat lots of sweets and it also gives Rosa time to let her hair down. Nothing out the ordinary about that night, Rosa was so excited when I picked Nicky up. I said I would bring him back at nine in the morning, and I hoped she’d have a lovely evening. The next morning I took Nicky back, I was about to knock on the door when it opened and who do you think was coming out, Riley! He looked very sheepish and he knew I’d put two and two together. Rosa was more nervous than him. She explained how Riley had been at the opening and they’d shared a taxi home together. I told her it was none of my business as they were both very good friends of mine, and that they were both adults who know what they’re doing. Nicky started to tell his mum what we’d been up to. After I took Nicky home I went back to my normal routine; while I sat reading a book by the pool guess who turned up, a very shy looking Riley who told me he’d come to explain, but I said it was none of my business. I just hope he treated Rosa with respect, and not hurt her like some of the girls he’d been out with in the past. If he was serious he must realise that Rosa doesn’t come by herself, Nicky comes as part of the package. I suggested to him he gave it a lot of thought. Collette, I do hope they make a go of it, I love them both very much, but he does need to calm down and start to be a bit more responsible in his life, and Rosa deserves to be treated well. It looks like the sun is coming out so I am going for a walk, I just hope Steve, Lee or Charlotte write back soon or else I’m going to have to start interfering in Peter and Paul’s life, and that won’t be that pleasant as they’ll both be fighting for the attention.


    Still waiting, Collette, it’s been weeks since I wrote those letters, I’m beginning to give up hope of getting a reply. I know it’s been a couple of weeks since I wrote to you, but not much has happened; it’s been very boring actually. The romance between Rosa and Riley is still going on, I think, as he stays there most nights. I don’t hear him coming in at night much, I’ve only looked after Nicky once since that night. I am thinking of treating them to a couple of nights away, it is Riley’s birthday in a few weeks, and it means I can have Nicky for a couple of days. I’ll give it a bit more thought first, I don’t want to rush them into something that might not be the right thing. At the moment it could be just lust and not love and we all know what happens when the lust wears off, don’t we. My case, I went to bloody Scotland in a caravan year after year. Not like the lust I had in Gran Canaria with Robson. That was just so beautiful but it was lust and like I say it does wear off, but not yet with me. If I close my eyes and feel a sea breeze I’m right back in Robson’s arms.


    The only other little bit of news is that I spoke to Graham about the lunch with Felicity; I wanted his advice on what to do. The last thing I needed to happen was to get David and Felicity talking again only to find Jeremy tells Felicity everything including the forging of the mortgage. I have to be a hundred per cent sure he says nothing. I did think I could blackmail Jeremy with what I knew of his secret child, but Graham was against such a thing. I just want to knock that smug look off his face once and for all and it will happen one day. Like I say, the good always win in the end.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    Well at long last I am able to sit down and tell you all the news, Collette, I know it’s been weeks since I have written anything, but I have been so busy. After all that time waiting for a reply to the three letters, it was just like waiting for a bus because all three came along at the same time, well, in the same week. First I just sat and read them over and over again. The Steve and Lee ones were OK as they thought I was collecting stories to write a book, but the Charlotte letter was a different thing altogether. As well as the letters, Riley had his birthday. I did send him and Rosa away for three days and I had Nicky to look after, which was great but he wore me out. I think I slept for two days afterwards, but they had a great time away (more about them later). Graham also phoned and he has come up with a plan for getting Felicity and David reunited. I can hear you saying, is that everything Carole, but oh no, Collette, there is more. I thought to myself, I’m going to sort Hamilton out. How that came about was, I was sat on the balcony a few evenings on the trot, and I saw him going out to eat, then on his return he always looked so lonely. I felt I needed to do something, but I realised out of all the things I want to achieve on my list, he would be the one who was most offended if I interfered, so I had to be more tactful. I’ve come up with an idea which is going a little bit around the houses, but it could just work.


    Collette, what I did was get on the old internet. I found some articles which Hamilton’s father had written for medical magazines and newspapers, but there were hundreds of them over the years. I wanted to find one that I could relate to and, finally, after hours of reading I came across one. It was about older people who change their lives to fit in with getting older. Things like: moving to a smaller home, getting help from friends and family, but most of all slowing down, not trying to do all the things you did when you were in your thirties and forties. The secret is to be able to live independently for as long as you can, but to get help from outside sources if you needed it. Changing the way you live is one thing, but another big thing is changing your attitude to life, it’s no good keep harping on at people about this is how we used to do this and that. The past has gone, you have to live in the present in the easiest and most comfortable way, but in a way where you’re still having a good time and enjoying your final years. Whether it is five, ten or twenty years, every day when you get past retirement age is a bonus, but it is not just the young who can have fun, even old people can.


    I found the article very inspiring so, Collette, the need for another letter came about. I explained how helpful I’d found the article, I said it was a lot like my life, not that I’m old yet, but how I’d simplified my life. I said how I surround myself with very good friends and try to get them to simplify their lives too; you only get one go at life so you have to make the most of it. Then, in for the kill and I mentioned I knew his son, Hamilton, and how he could be in three different countries in one week sorting the finances of the world. I mentioned how I’m always telling Hamilton to slow down and enjoy his life, but he always replies work is his life. After that I said how very proud he and his wife must be to have such a very successful son who’s so well respected by some of the biggest companies in the world. To think, even the Americans fly him over to give them advice. I told them I don’t think he really realises how good he is and I just wish he would slow down and enjoy life with his friends and family. I thanked him again and said how I’d enjoyed his writing as it made a lot of common sense. Off I popped to the post box and just hoped I might get a reply, but more importantly, I would hope and pray Hamilton got the reply.


    You know, Collette, I bet you want to know about the romance? I went around to Riley two weeks before his birthday and told him I was putting my cards on the table. I wanted to know if Rosa and him were serious as they were both very good friends and I did not want either of them to get hurt as I had seen them both hurt before and I didn’t want it to happen again, and to my surprise he was so different. That cockiness that he once had over his breakup from Jane was now gone. He was the Riley I first met the night he moved in, but not the destroyed and broken Riley who hated women, in some ways he was back to being the boy and not the man. I never really liked the way he was back then and that attitude he had about how all women were out to hurt him, nearly destroyed him, how he could never love again, that attitude was gone. I joked and said that Riley had returned and the Pablo in him was gone. He laughed, ‘There can only be one Pablo, I’ve not got the looks or body to compete with him let alone the stamina.’


    ‘But you’ve got a brain in your head not in your pants. I just want you to be happy because everyone in life needs to be loved.


    Riley said, ‘Carole, I can’t believe Rosa lived so near and we spoke as we passed each other, and I always thought she was a nice attractive girl, but I think in life you have to be in the right place at the right time, but more so you have to be in the right place in your head, that’s what’s happened with us. Six months ago there was no way we would have had a relationship; Rosa was getting over a very bad time in her life, she had Nicky to think about and she had to put him first. Now Nicky’s dad and his family are out of her life for good. The difference it’s made, the flat being sold to the management company, has made her life so much easier, and she can now start to have a life of her own, and the best thing about it is she wants me to be part of it and I am so happy. The one thing I remember you telling me, Carole, is everything happens in life is for a reason, and if it hadn’t have been for me moving to Tenerife with Jane, I would never have met Rosa, and in a strange way, although Jane hurt me so badly, I have her to thank for bringing me to the island, and I have so much to look forward to now.’


    ‘Riley, the last time we talked like this you were in tears, now it is the other way around and you have me crying, but they’re happy tears, in fact they’re very happy tears, I’m so proud and joking aside you really are a man and not a boy, a man with a wonderful heart, I am so proud of you now, Riley. If you get time tonight would you and Rosa pop around, I would like to have a word with you both. Shall we say about seven, if that is OK?’


    Collette, I was so pleased that he really has a grown-up head on those shoulders. I’m glad he’s had those couple of years being wild, as now he’ll appreciate life a lot more. Whoever would have thought those two a couple. They came around and I explained I didn’t know what to give Riley for a birthday present, but now the two of you are together it’s a lot easier. What I’d like to do is pay for you both to go away for a couple of days by yourselves. I’ll look after Nicky, so I have booked two nights in a hotel in Gran Canaria, the flights are booked for two weeks’ time and there’s some spending money. All you both have to do is get the time off work. ‘Carole, thank you so much, you shouldn’t have gone to all that expense as we’re together which is enough for us.’


    ‘I am only doing it so I can have Nicky for a couple of days. No, I am joking you’re really both very special friends to me and I want to see you happy. You’re both young, you should be out there enjoying yourselves, it’s my treat and I want you to enjoy it.’


    ‘Carole, when Riley and me first got together, the loveliest thing we had in common as a couple was you, and because we know the love you have for all your friends, it made us understand what love actually is and I thank you so much for that. We will have a great time, I know that. Thank you, but I think you might be phoning us to come home early when you’ve had Nicky overnight, he’ll wear you out.’


    ‘That’s not a problem, Rosa, I’ll make him some jellies using Night Nurse. No, that’s not true, we’ll have a great time as well, I just wish the both of you so much love and happiness.’


    Footballers, Collette, that’s what you want to hear about. Deep down we both know which one we want to be Kevin’s dad, but first things first. The first letter to arrive was from Lee, or should I say it was written on behalf of Lee; is that because he cannot read and write? No, the reply was from his agent, who informed me Lee would be more than happy to fill me in on what it was like to be a celebrity back in the days when he played football, but they’d like to know how much I would be paying them for the info. Can you believe the cheek of it, you would have thought I was writing his life story. Well the letter went straight in the bin, then came back out the bin again, just in case I needed to take another angle, I just hope and pray he’s not the father.


    Now Steve’s letter was the complete opposite; the point he wanted to make first was he had no need or ever wanted to get involved with the media. He no longer had any connection with football and loved his quiet life in the Lake District but he would be willing to help me with researching my book as long as his name wasn’t mentioned. He said many years ago he’d a situation where he’d got some very bad press and it had stayed with him for many years, and he regrets it deeply. Collette, I thought that was a very brave thing to say, as he doesn’t know me from Adam; I could quite easily be the press or some new reporter trying to dig dirt from years ago but he said he would be willing to talk over the phone. The one interesting thing he did say was he’d once visited the village I’d told him I grew up in, and how beautiful it was. Now Collette, why else would he have gone there unless he’s the father, he could quite easily have found out where Nadean lived. Was he there to see her or did he just want to see his son? I reckon by the time it all came out about Nadean having a child Steve would already have been married. Oh Collette, so many questions to be answered. I’ve written back thanking him for his letter and said I would love to talk to him about his experiences. I was glad he’d visited the village as it is very beautiful; I have a friend Kevin who’s a farmer and lives there with his wife and children. They come to Tenerife to visit his mother but are always glad to get back to the farm where they’re very happy living life away from the buzz and heat of Tenerife. Collette, I do hope it’s him and not Lee; Nadean doesn’t need him in her life. It is almost like tossing a coin: Steve you win, Lee you lose. We will have to wait and see, I’m not phoning him yet. I think if I leave it long enough he’ll write back. If Steve believes he’s the father I’m sure he’ll want to make the first move.


    Letter number three was the one was from Charlotte. Not a bit like I imagined, I thought I would get a very formal reply, all laid out very professionally stating the facts and telling me basically to piss off, but not using that word of course. I couldn’t have been more wrong. It started by saying how very proud of Victoria she is and of what she’s achieved in her career. There’s nothing more exciting than to open up a magazine and see your sister in it. The way she leads her life with such dignity, you never see photos of her falling out of night clubs, or reading about boyfriends, she’s a fine example to all young woman everywhere. You see, I feel so guilty that I’ve let her down in such a big way. I didn’t believe her. Well that is not true exactly. I did believe her, I just didn’t want to. I should have taken her side. I knew it was James and that she wasn’t the first girl he tried it on with, I’d seen him before when he was drunk. One night I actually followed him to a bar where he went off with two girls at the same time. I just kidded myself that once we were married all that would all stop. Not believing my sister was bad enough, but the worst thing was, I turned my parents against her, and that’s unforgiveable and it’s something I have to live with every day of my life. Although it wasn’t her fault, and as the years have gone by James has got himself into more and worse trouble, how can I ever make it up to Victoria, I’ve destroyed her life with our parents. They never mention her to me, but they must hate me for bringing James into our lives and turning everything upside down. I should be thanking her for stopping me from getting married to him, can you imagine what my life would’ve been like if I had. My career has been good and I’ve succeeded in so many ways, but I haven’t had a sister to share it with and that hurts. As the years go by the hurt gets deeper, we’re a broken family and that can’t be mended. Thank you for writing to me, it’s good to know Victoria has got good friends who are looking out for her, but like I said I don’t think the situation can ever be put right, as the years have moved on and we’re both so different now.’


    What can I say Collette, it just shows how on the outside it looks like people are so successful and happy, you’d think they had everything they wanted out of life, but to be in Charlotte’s position and wake up every day knowing you’re the one responsible for tearing your family apart, and all because of a cheating boyfriend, it just shows how things can get so out of hand and just fester for years. The thing I can’t help thinking of is how much Victoria believes she’s the one who tore the family apart. When it comes down to it neither of them are to blame, the blame’s all on James, one hundred per cent, and he is still doing it to this day, wrecking other people’s lives. If I could only get my hands on him I would murder him, and that’s strange as he’s done me no harm. All I want out of life is for my friends to be happy. I know this is a letter I have to answer, but what’ll I write? I don’t know yet, I do know I’m not giving up on this. There’s a mother, father and two sisters who need to be reunited and I won’t stop until I see it happen.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    As you can imagine, Collette, I’ve had to give everything a lot of thought, the last thing I need to do is mess these people’s lives up. I just want to help repair some damaged lives but I’ve been asking myself am I doing it for them or just to make me feel good. I sometimes think do I do it to make me feel better for having all the money I inherited, or is it because I genuinely want to help, and to make people happy just like me. Buying the other apartment was good for Rosa, she doesn’t have to worry about paying Nicky’s grandparents the rent now and to be honest she’s not seen any of them since I completed on the apartment, but then I think I’ve gained there as well. I’ve got myself a good investment, so have I really helped her or just myself? I do wish I had a crystal ball that looked into the future that would tell me, yes, do that but don’t do that. Am I just obsessed with crossing things off my list and should I ever have started? This was supposed to make me feel good, but at this precise moment I feel dreadful. My life is great, I’ve made great friends who have become family to me. I don’t have any worries and enough money to last me way past my lifetime. Oh Collette, what should I do? I’m going to go for a nice long walk and plan what I do next.


    That walk, Collette, has turned into walks, every day for the last week, and I’ve come to the conclusion I’m going to look very seriously at each one on the list, and do a for and against list and if the ‘for’ outweighs the ‘against’ I am going to go ahead with it. The one bit of progress I’ve had is I’ve spoken to Graham; we were on the phone for hours, I explained to him everything I’ve done and he sounded OK with it. His one concern was Felicity’s brother, David; he doesn’t think Jeremy would go to the police about the mortgage fraud as it is quite a few years ago and there must be things that Jeremy did in the past that he doesn’t want looking into, and as a last resort there’s always his secret affair and the love child. The problem Graham has is whether David would be able to cope with seeing his sister, and whether he would be able to keep off the drink, but the more we find out about the way Jeremy has lied to Felicity the more he thinks it would be a good idea. David wouldn’t need to be told about Jeremy’s mistress or the child, unless it was really necessary. The conclusion of the phone call was Graham wants me to leave the David problem to him. For the time being, if I can find out any more information from Felicity, that would be great, but we should go very slow and careful with it. So Collette, I’m feeling a lot more hopeful. No walk today, I’m having a lazy day by the pool, and tonight Rosa, Riley, Nicky and myself are going out for a meal down in the harbour which will be really nice. When I go with them I feel like we’re a real family, I am so lucky. That’s all I want for Victoria, Hamilton, and Nadean in this very busy world we all live in; there is not enough time given to family. Years ago, children saw their grandparents all the time. They learnt such a lot from them, and were taught that families matter. I feel these days everything is all TV and computers, no quality time at all, it is so sad. Collette, when I moved here it was for a nice relaxing way of life in the sun but I never thought I would get a family and so many friends; I’m so very blessed and I don’t take one bit of it for granted.


    What a lovely evening we had; Nicky was into everything but he’s such a happy little boy, and when you see Riley with him you’d think he really was his dad, I do think it helps that he’s known him for quite a long time so he is not a complete stranger. Graham has phoned me this morning as he wants to be a hundred per cent sure that Felicity does want to see her brother. The last thing we need to happen is she disowns him and he ends up drinking again. He wondered if there’s any way I can bring it up in conversation up with Felicity. So Collette, I thought I would spend an evening with both Felicity and Jeremy. How that is going to happen I haven’t worked out yet but something will sort itself out. There was something else I have done. I wrote back to Lee’s agent and told him that I am very sorry but I will not be needing any research info from him as I’ve had a lot of offers of help to write the book from far more famous people, and they’re willing to do it for free. Collette, what a bitch I am, and like I’ve said before I just might write a book, it wouldn’t be about the seventies though, I think it would have to be about life in Tenerife, don’t you? With that, the doorbell’s just rung. I’ll get back. Hopefully it will be nice Carole and not bitchy Carole.


    Answer to my problem, I think. It was Peter. He was here to invite me to a dinner party, well that’s what he calls it. Nicolas has been to see him as it’s Dolly’s birthday and he wants to give her a little party; he’s asked Peter and Paul to organise something, and it will be on the lawn behind the apartments which will be very nice, but how you can call a barbeque on a Sunday afternoon a dinner party I will never know. There will be no more than thirty people, mostly people who live here and a few of Dolly’s dancing chums, so it should be fun and at least when it is outdoors you can get away from people you don’t want to talk to. Normally It would be Jeremy I’d be avoiding, but this time I’ll be trying to corner him. I am on a mission, Collette, and it is not mission impossible. The party isn’t for another two weeks; it will take Felicity that long to sort an outfit, and Jeremy will be walking around giving the impression they own the whole complex. I’m going to make sure that man gets what he deserves one day, you see if I don’t.


    Good evening Collette, I’ve had a great couple of days and can’t wait to tell you all about them. Two nights ago I went out for dinner with Hamilton. He’s not been over here in Tenerife for about a month; I was sitting by the pool as he arrived in a taxi. ‘I am just taking my bags up, Carole, and I’ll be back down but I want to have a word with you.’ My heart stopped. I thought his father must have contacted him and told him about my letter. I knew he’d be very unhappy about it. God, how was I going to get out of this one? That was not the case though.


    ‘You’ve not been here for weeks, Hamilton, which exotic country have you been working in? Obviously not somewhere hot as you’ve lost your tan; was it with all the tax exiles in Switzerland? Oh, you do live an exciting life.’


    ‘No, Carole, I’ve been to Dorset. Yes, Dorset in England.’


    ‘That doesn’t sound very glamorous, Hamilton.’


    ‘No, Carole, I have been staying with my parents actually. Now that’s a turn up for the books.


    ‘Well let me tell you how it came about: I was in Canada working for a week and my employers phoned and said they had a message from my father and would I contact him. He’d told them everything was OK and no one was ill, which was a relief. That evening I had a few gins, like you do, and phoned. He answered and was quite friendly; he wanted to know if I had any time off in the near future and would it be possible for me to go down to their weekend cottage in Dorset. Well I was stunned as he’s never asked me to do anything in my whole life; he’s always told, never asked. Cutting a long story short, instead of coming here to Tenerife last weekend, I went down to Dorset; I hope I am not building this up too much, Carole, there is no great finale.


    ‘When I arrived I thought my brothers and their families would be there, but it was just him and my mum, which did surprise me, but not a problem. He said the reason he had asked me to go down there was, that word again, asked, this was such a new thing for him, was that he intended to retire next year and just wanted to do a bit of private consultancy work but he needed to sort his finances out. That is pensions, stocks and shares, investments, and soon, and if it wasn’t too much trouble, could I give him some advice? Carole, you could have knocked me down, this man had changed so much, it was as if we’d changed places, he was the child and I was the parent. Mum cooked a lovely supper on the Friday then Saturday morning we sat down and went over everything. He let me talk and offer advice, we spent a lot of time on tax as this was the bit he didn’t fully understand. After lunch the two of us went for a walk along the coastal path, it was just so strange, Carole, but it felt so right. We then spent the evening talking about my job and the countries I visited; he was genuinely interested especially the bits about working in the States, his face lit up when I mentioned Washington. I am not saying things are perfect but things are so much better than ever before, he kept thanking me all the time – thanking me, Carole – he has never done that before.


    ‘Carole, there was only one strange thing that happened: over the weekend my father mentioned my home here in Tenerife and the minute he said it I could tell he regretted it. How would he know about Tenerife? He seemed very uncomfortable after he’d mentioned it and I didn’t say anything as I didn’t want to make him feel any worse. The thing is, the only people who know about me coming here are the people living here. I have my flat in England which family and friends know about. My solicitor in London is the only other person, and that is because he did all the legal work when I bought it. This last week it’s been bugging me, but however he found out it doesn’t matter because I’m beginning to think I might have my family back.’


    ‘Hamilton, that is such great news, I always told you things would work out well in the end.’


    ‘So, Carole, I’m up for celebrating, how about you? Let’s go out to dinner tonight as my treat, and by the way, I might need your help in the near future, but I’ll tell you more tonight.’


    Collette, we had a great night, the restaurant was very expensive, and there was a cabaret on which made the evening special. Hamilton was such a different person, I was so pleased for him but there’s no way I was going to tell him how the meeting with his father came about.


    ‘The one thing I wanted your help with is that I’m thinking of asking my mum to come over to stay for a few days without my dad, and I need some advice on what to do with her; that sounds wrong, Carole, I mean where do I take her? All I do when I come is lay in the sun and go out to eat in the evening. The sad thing is I have probably only travelled a couple of miles either side of the apartment. I should be so ashamed of myself. It won’t be for a few months yet and I do hope she’ll take me up on the offer.’


    I immediately reeled off a list of all the things there were to do in Tenerife. Hamilton laughed and said I sounded just like someone who worked for the Tenerife tourist board. Then I added, ‘Besides anyway, there are always the shops in Las Americas, she is a woman after all and we women do love to shop.’


    The next morning, I was so fragile as we drank so much and I didn’t get out of bed until ten thirty which I haven’t done for twenty-odd years. I must be getting old, Collette. The thing is, I have to be fit, as I was out again last night with Barbara and I knew that would be a very gin and tonic night, but we did have a nice meal as well.


    Barbara had gossip which has made me so excited. We both haven’t been out as much lately, as she’s been so busy. I knew she had a client that was looking for a house and she was finding it a nightmare to find one. What I didn’t know until last night was how much money they were prepared to pay for the house. Are you waiting, Collette, they are able to go up to eight million pounds! I couldn’t believe it, I didn’t think there were properties in Tenerife for that amount of money. Barbara just sat there and laughed at me, as I couldn’t speak or close my mouth.


    ‘Carole, you’ll have insects flying in your mouth if you don’t close it.’


    ‘But I am so shocked, have you found one?’


    ‘Oh yes, I found six eventually that were willing to sell and they’re so glamorous and over the top, it was like being in Hollywood going around visiting them. A couple were lovely but so overpriced, but three of them, wow, you’d never want to, or even need to, leave them, everything is there. Oh Carole, it is another world. I wish I could have taken you around but I had to sign documents to say I wouldn’t discuss this with anyone, but now the clients have purchased it they’ll be seen around Tenerife anyway so I can tell you.’


    ‘Barbara, who’s the client? It’s obviously someone with tons of money.’


    ‘The house is about six miles from here, Carole, way up in the hills; it’s got ten bedrooms, staff accommodation in the grounds, two swimming pools – one indoor, one out – a gym, two kitchens and it was once owned by a German billionaire who had it built two years ago. But now he’s decided it’s not big enough so he’s having another built on the island. I think I’ve told you everything, Carole.’


    ‘No you bloody well haven’t, stop laughing and tell me who’s bought it before I throw this glass of wine over you.’


    ‘You mean you want to know who my client is, well it’s still top secret, yes, so I will have to shoot you once I’ve told you.’


    ‘Oh Barbara, just get on with it.’


    ‘I will give you some clues who it is Carole see if you can guess. First it is a female.’


    ‘The Queen. Come on, stop messing around.’


    ‘The person who’s bought the house on the hill is the world famous singer, Divine Day.’


    ‘God, Barbara, have you met her? She sings all over the world; she’s up there with Beyoncé, Kylie, and Madonna!’


    ‘Yes, I’ve met her several times; actually, I have had lunch with her. Can you remember when I went to London for two days? I went to the Dorchester hotel. Not bad for a gobby cow like me, ah, Carole?’


    ‘Barbara, I’m so jealous. You won’t want me as your best friend any more.’


    ‘I will. The deal is done now and our paths won’t ever cross again, I don’t think, but I will say she’s very down to earth and lovely; she also comes across as a very shy person. The reason she’s bought a house here, one more to add to her collection of homes, is that it’s where she used to come as a child on holiday with her parents. Her mother died before she became famous and her ashes are scattered here and that is why she’s bought the house for her and her dad and brothers to escape to.


    ‘So Carole, my life with the rich and famous is over, I have to come back to the real world of you, Peter and Paul. Not a lot of difference do you think? It was great while it lasted but it’s not really me is it? I can’t see me and Divine going shopping for bargains can you? It’s back to selling apartments for sixty thousand euros and not the eight millions. But this here Barbara has managed to make herself a nice bit of commission which will buy one of those sixty thousand euro apartments, not bad for a couple of month’s work.’


    Collette, that’s been my last couple of exciting days. It has done me good to get out and about, although I’ve drunk far too much gin, I’ll have to cut down for a few days, well today anyway. A few extra lengths of the pool will do it, and the one thing I’ve forgotten to do is cross Hamilton off my list. That only leaves Nadean, Victoria and Felicity to sort. I’d love to get Peter and his mum back together, but I just don’t know where to start, and I’m not that convinced he wants to be friendly with her. As for Pablo, he is doing fine without my help.


    I’m back, Collette, and I’ve recovered from my few days of what seemed like non-stop drinking. I’ve got Dolly’s party to look forward to now. The last party was my fiftieth. Peter and Paul say it is far less stressful doing this one as they have not got Barbara demanding this and that; I daren’t tell her what they said, she’d go mad. Actually, I don’t think she would, she’d just tell them about the time she’s spent with Divine Day which would soon piss them off. The one I’d really love to tell about Divine is Felicity but seeing Barbara is coming to the party as my guest I’ll leave it up to her.


    Peter has told me that he’s arranged a surprise for Dolly. He’d not told Nickolas either. I personally wouldn’t have done it and Jeremy will go mad if there is a mess connected to the surprise. I’ll put money on it that there will be. What they’ve done is invited all the people who take their dogs for a walk with Dolly when she takes Toby out. They’ve told them to bring their dogs to the party, can you believe it? Seven hot, smelly dogs doing what dogs do, it’ll be like a circus, and to be honest I don’t think Dolly will like it that much either as it will take the attention off her. But hey ho, it will be a laugh.


    Riley popped up to see me this morning with good news for me; I am so not sure, I hope it’s good, only time will tell. He’s moving in with Rosa and Nicky, he said as he spends most of the time there. It makes sense, plus money-wise it’ll only be one rent to pay. My first reaction was to say, ‘You aren’t just doing it to save money are you?’


    ‘No Carole, I’ve given this a lot of thought and because of my past with Jane there’s is no way I would just jump into it lightly.’


    ‘I am so happy for all three of you, and you know I’m always there for you any time day or night.’


    ‘I know that, Carole. You’ve been like a mum to me and to Rosa and we both appreciate it so much.’


    ‘Riley, don’t you dare say I am like a grandmother to Nicky or I will hit you.’


    ‘No, Carole you’re like an aunty to him and thank you for that.’


    Collette, I don’t think I need to worry, I can’t wrap him in cotton wool. They have to learn themselves, and if they make mistakes they’ve got to pick themselves up and start again, that’s all part of growing up. I’m off shopping today with Barbara to find a dress for the party, preferably one that will wash easily with all those dogs jumping up. It’ll need to be washable or a dark colour at least.


    I met Barbara when she closed the office at seven o’clock. We had until ten to find two dresses to wear to a barbeque, no, sorry a dinner party, those two queens do make me laugh. Barbara said she needed a drink first. I was a bit nervous about that as it could mean no shopping would get done at all, another sore head tomorrow.


    ‘Just half an hour, Carole, I’ve got news for you.’


    ‘I’ve got news of my own, Barbara. First, Riley’s moving in with Rosa.’


    ‘I know.’


    ‘How do you know?’


    ‘Well Carole, the hotel he works for have been on the phone to me today. They’ve decided that they aren’t going to rent the apartment to staff that work for them any more so they’re selling it and want me to go and value it. Now that’s where I need your help. What I’ve been thinking is since I got the commission for Divine Day’s house and my savings, should I buy it for myself? There are some great apartments around the island, and to be honest with you I’ve been looking ever since I knew I might have that lump sum. With the job I do I get first look at most of them. I love the complex you’re on and I spend a lot of time there with you, I know most of the people there. My biggest problem is I think Jeremy would wind me up, and as much as I tolerate Peter and Paul if I was living there we could be fighting all the time.’


    ‘Yes Barbara, that might be the case, but whatever apartment in whichever complex you buy, there are going to be people you don’t like and don’t get on with. The thing you need to learn is, let things go over your head and don’t bite back. The more things you don’t say, the more the other person gets wound up, that is great fun to watch. I think, Barbara, you have to do what’s best for you, no one can make the decision for you. The only thing I would say is I would love you to be living there, we spend a lot of time together, it makes sense.’


    ‘Carole, the only reason you want me there is to help you gang up on Jeremy.’


    ‘No Barbara, I’m quite capable of sorting him out all by myself thanks and all I’ll say on that subject is watch this space, I’m not saying any more. Do you think you can drink up as we need go and find a couple of fab party dresses as you’re well aware, I like to look my best at these posh parties.’


    ‘Don’t make me laugh, Carole, the only outfit we need for that party should be shorts and a tee shirt, but it’s a good excuse to go shopping. Come on then, let’s do it.’


    Morning Collette, two nice frocks bought and a good evening was had by both of us, and the best thing was we didn’t drink too much, so no bad head today. The party is only three days away so I have to plan how I approach Felicity. I think she’ll be very relaxed, she’s on home territory and she and Jeremy think they own the whole complex. Can you imagine them and Barbara if she does decide to live here? I’ll be sat writing to you twenty-four seven. I’m having a quiet day today, P and P are dropping some of the party things off. I said they can store them here for a few days. They haven’t got me involved, thank God, all I have to do is turn up. The only other thing I want to do is write to Steve and thank him for answering my letter. I’ll explain that as soon as I start writing the book, his help would be very helpful. I was hoping I would have heard back from Charlotte but somehow I think that might take a bit longer to sort out.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    Welcome to the world of one hundred and one Dalmatians; well not quite, more like nine mongrels and a lot of barking. Peter and Paul had put so much work into Dolly’s party, I have to give them that and it was a very nice party and most people did seem to enjoy it. A few of the residents were away, so there was no Victoria, as she was working in New York, the Robinson’s apartment was empty; and Jeremy only had a young couple in one of theirs, who had gone out for the day. Unfortunately, Pablo was working so there was no eye candy. The one person who did turn up unexpectedly, which surprised me, was Hamilton. I thought he’d have gone out for the day as he cannot stand Dolly really, but he turned up with a lovely present for her and he did seem to enjoy himself. Now Collette, back to my mission. I waited until Felicity had a few glasses of wine and Jeremy was out the way, he was trying to impress the owner of one of the bars Dolly and Nicolas go to, so I pounced at my first opportunity.


    ‘This has turned into a very nice day Felicity, don’t you think? You can’t beat a good birthday party, and to think Dolly didn’t know a thing about it. Has Jeremy ever given you a surprise party?’


    ‘Oh yes, once, but I wasn’t very happy about it, I always like to plan what I’m wearing and be prepared for it. The party was for my twenty-first and I thought we were just going out for a meal. He picked me up and took me to a restaurant which I knew about but what I didn’t know about were all the friends that were hiding inside. At first I was so angry because there was a dance floor and I had the wrong shoes on, but after a couple glasses of champagne I let my hair down and had a good time.’


    ‘That was a very nice thing for him to do for you. You’re so lucky to have Jeremy, he treats you so well. I remember you saying how good he was to your parents when they weren’t so well.’


    ‘Yes Carole, he’s very thoughtful and will go out of his way to help anyone.’


    ‘Felicity, it is a shame your brother’s not around to share the wonderful life you and Jeremy have, perhaps one day the bridges will be rebuilt, would you like that?’


    ‘Carole, that is something I would love to happen but like Jeremy says, I have to be prepared for that never happening; we can’t have everything in life we want can we?’


    ‘I find in life, Felicity, if you really want something and are prepared to wait, and if it’s meant to be, it will happen. Look at me here living in Tenerife, I wanted a nice home for years and look at me now. I’m sure if you wish hard enough everything will work out, it always does.’


    ‘What are you two girls talking about? I hope you’re not telling secrets to each other.’


    ‘Oh no, Jeremy, you know me better than that, your gorgeous wife was telling me about the surprise party you gave her for her twenty-first birthday. It was a lovely evening and it seems that it was only a few short years ago. I expect a lot of things have happened since then, Jeremy, a lot of surprises I bet. I find in life there are good and bad surprises, sometimes one balances out the other, what do you think? I remember a friend telling me years ago, a surprise starts off with a secret, and there can be good and bad secrets too, don’t you think, Jeremy. Oh look, there’s Dolly, I must go and wish her a happy birthday. You two have a good time and enjoy the rest of the surprise party, I know I am going to.’


    Mission accomplished again, Collette. She wants to see her brother whether he likes it or not. Graham and I need to work out how it is going to happen.


    Back to news of the party which was a big success. Dolly loved it; she liked being the centre of attention and P and P had a doggy cake for the dogs which was good fun. I do hope Dolly will now stop having digs at P and P about their weight and the way they look but if she’s not winding them up she’ll have to find someone else to wind up instead. Barbara has decided she wants to buy the apartment; she told the hotel owners and they’ve agreed in principle and are going to get it valued independently. But as it has been rented out for so many years it needs a lot doing to it, so hopefully she’ll get it at a good price. She’s not mentioned it to anyone else and neither have I, we don’t want to jinx it but it is very exciting for her after all the years of living above her office. As for Riley, he has moved in with Rosa already; it only took an hour to move all his things. I’m really pleased for both of them and keeping my fingers crossed it all works out.


    Collette, I never got around to writing to Steve but I am glad I didn’t really as he has written to me instead and to be honest I am a bit worried. He’s coming to Tenerife and has said we should meet up one day, and he would be able to help me with the research for the book. That’s the book that doesn’t exist that I’m supposed to be writing. What am I going to do? What if he is Kevin’s dad? Is Nadean ready? Have too many years gone by already? The last thing I need is to meet him here but I’ve got a couple of weeks to think it out. The other thing I have been thinking about is, what if he thinks I am Nadean using a different name? It’s all getting a bit complicated now and I wonder whether I have started something I can’t stop, and if I have bitten off more than I can chew?


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    The day has arrived to meet Steve. Two weeks ago I was really worried as I’d lied to him and the more I thought about it the more dishonest I felt, but I’ve had time to figure out what to do. I have two options; either own up and tell the truth, or pretend that I am writing a book, which would still technically be a lie, Collette, but I’m going to go for the second option anyway. The truth is I’d love to write a book anyway and this is as good a time as any to make a start. I might not finish writing my book but at least I’m not a complete liar, and it will make me feel a lot better about it all. We’d arranged to meet at his hotel which is on the other side of the island; when I spoke to him on the phone he said he was here for a week by himself playing golf, so at least he has another reason to be here. I’m sure once he sees me he’ll realise I’m not Nadean, we don’t look anything like each other at all. I was so nervous to start with but now I’m feeling quietly confident.


    ‘Good afternoon, you must be Carole, it’s so nice to meet you, can I get you a drink before you interrogate me about the wild days of the seventies?’


    ‘Yes please, a red wine would be great.’ My God, it is him. I don’t need to ask him any questions, he’s the spitting image of Kevin: the same height, the same eyes, the same walk, the only difference is that he’s twenty years older, what am I going to do? ‘Thank you, are you having a nice holiday? It was only after I’d moved here that I realised how many people came to Tenerife just to play golf. It’s really big business here. I’ve a friend who comes over as often as he can. He just loves playing golf here. Apparently the conditions are perfect, but I don’t understand it all myself.’


    ‘Carole, you’re not a bit like I imagined. For a start you seem to have a Bristol accent and I wasn’t expecting that.’


    ‘That’s where I lived before moving here, I’ve been here just over five years now.’


    ‘Do you have any children, Carole?’


    ‘No, Steve, it just never happened for me and my ex-husband, it’s a big regret of mine now. There’s a young couple over here who I’m very close to – Riley and Rosa. Rosa has a little boy called Nicky who I just love, I literally beg them to go out just so I can babysit; they live in the same complex as me so I see them every day, they’re like my own children and it’s lovely.’


    ‘You seem to have a good life here.’


    ‘Oh yes, the weather helps, of course. I can go out and walk for miles, it is so safe and the people on the island are so friendly; I realise how lucky I am and count my blessings every day. But you must have a good life in the Lake District; it’s a very beautiful part of England. I expect that after the hectic life you had when you were playing football it must be nice to be somewhere so tranquil and quiet, I would think being public property for so many years must take its toll on you.’


    ‘Yes, I did lead a very exciting life but that was many years ago, I’m very content now and I have a nice life.’


    ‘But Steve, is it a happy life, because there is a big difference between being content and being happy? I know that’s the case from experience; in my marriage I was content and we muddled along, but I wasn’t happy. I’ve found out the hard way that the more you simplify your life, getting rid of all your burdens, the ghosts from the past, then life can be very happy.’


    ‘I was very happy, Carole, and then my wife died who I loved and adored so very much. My children grew up and had their own lives with their own families. I found I was looking back a lot at where I’d gone wrong in my life, dwelling on all the things I should have sorted out years before. Then I started to have regrets, not professionally as that part of my life was great, I did very well out of football. I made some good money and invested it wisely; the money was nothing like the footballers of today get, but in its day it was good money. There were all the spin offs, the personal appearances, the product endorsements, it was easy money. But football and the world that surrounds it, well sometimes aren’t always what you’d expect. You’re in this big bubble and you just can’t escape. You believe all the hype and you just go along with everyone else and don’t stop to think what you’re doing, you think you’re untouchable. Sometimes people get hurt and you’re not in a position to undo the harm you’ve caused. The thing with footballers is, Carole, they start so young the only thing they know is football, if they’re any good they’re worshipped by the fans, and they believe everything that’s written and said about them. I don’t think that has changed today and if anything I think it’s got worse. The competition’s so tough; you train hard and then you play hard, and that’s when the trouble starts. Everything’s handed to you on a plate and you take it without giving it any thought whatsoever. Any mistakes that are made are done so in the full glare of the media. It’s even harder these days with the paparazzi and the internet, but in my day we didn’t have the support of the PR companies, or the money to cover things up. I’m not saying things should ever be covered up, but there was no alternative. You did what you thought was the right thing at the time. But sometimes when you look back you know you should have done things differently.’


    ‘Steve, we all have things in life we regret, we all have secrets. I know I have. One day I will tell people close to me but only when the time is right, at a time when it won’t matter to me or to my friends.’


    ‘Carole, you’re not researching a book are you, and you’ve never lived in the village I visited either have you, but you do know my secret don’t you? How and why you know is a mystery to me, and I don’t understand what you can gain from knowing it, but sitting here talking to you I really believe some good will come out of it. This secret has been part of my life for over thirty years, I’ve never talked to anyone about it before, I’ve always wanted to but I just couldn’t. It’s burned a hole inside my heart for so long, it never goes away, and these last few years that hole’s got bigger, but I just don’t know what to do about it. I want to put things right, I want to be at peace with myself, but I have to tell you getting a letter from you has made things so much worse. Carole, what do you want from me? This is so far in the past no one is ever going to want to read about it, the newspapers won’t even bother with the story as it’s old news, so what do you want? I want to know what the connection between my life and yours is; you seem like such a nice person. I can see you’re getting very upset, that tells me you’re here to help and not to gain from this. So please Carole, put your cards on the table come clean, tell me what you want.’


    ‘You’re completely right, Steve, I do know your secret and it is none of my business, but I am a friend of Nadean and she confided in me her secret some years ago. I’ve never told it to anyone but it’s bothered me over the years because she’s not a happy woman. On the surface it looks like she is but deep down I know she’s not. She wants to know who the father of her son Kevin is. I will say this, Kevin’s not screwed up about it like his mum. This was a one night stand but with a big difference as there were several people involved.


    ‘Steve, you’ve been so open and honest with me so I’m going to be the same with you. Neither Nadean or Kevin know I have contacted you and I will tell you you’re not the only one I wrote to, but you’re the only one I’ve met and I don’t have to ask questions, I know you’re Kevin’s father. Everything about you is exactly the same, right down to the way you walk. What I don’t know is what to do next, this isn’t a film, it is real life. The lives of three people are involved, and perhaps I should never have started this quest, but now I have there’s no turning back, so there has to be an end to it. I don’t even know whether Nadean will be happy about me finding you, and I certainly don’t know if Kevin wants you in his life, and to make matters worse, I’ve dug up your past, not even giving a thought as to whether you’d want it brought to the surface or not. I think my quest to help a friend just might have over- stepped the mark.’


    ‘Carole, you’ve not done that at all. You’ve confirmed to me that I’m the father, yes, but deep down I already knew it, knew it the very first time all those years ago, when the press reported that Nadean was pregnant and it was due to the so-called party at the airport hotel. I knew it was going to be my baby; how I knew that I’ll never know but I did. I’ve had to live with that guilt for all these years, it’s not something I’m proud of. I did try to put things right by putting money into a bank account for her; it eased my conscience at the time. I was young and had money; I thought money solved everything back then. When you get older and wiser you see things differently, you realise what you did was wrong. I know I should have come forward, owned up to my responsibilities and took the consequences. Whether Nadean and the baby were part of my life was neither here nor there, but I should have contacted her, and that’s something for which I can never be forgiven. Then I married and had a family of my own, but it was always in the back of my mind. I wasn’t prepared to lose everything, and like I say now that’s something I’m not proud of. Carole, I don’t think you’ve over-stepped the mark, you’ve helped me to face up to my past, but where I go from here I just don’t know. I can’t expect to just turn up on the doorstep and think everything’s going to be fine. If the door’s slammed in my face I have to accept that, I deserve nothing more than to be told to piss off, I won’t like it but after all these years of neglect perhaps that’s what I deserve.’


    ‘Steve, what’s your heart telling you? I’m here to help and it is the least I can do, I’m the one who’s started all of this. Something tells me I shouldn’t go to Nadean and tell her what I’ve done. I think it would be a lot better if she discovers you herself, but how that is going to happen, I don’t know. I don’t want any credit for this, I just want people to be happy, I want Nadean to be able to move forward and put her doubts and fears away for good.’


    ‘Carole, the only place we’re ever going to meet is here on Tenerife. We still have time so how are we going to make it happen?’


    ‘The minute she sees you she will know you’re Kevin’s father, there can be no doubt about that. I don’t think she can just walk into a room, and you’re there, she has to be prepared for it. The only thing I can think of is; I could tell her I was at the hotel and saw you, I started talking to you because I suspected who you were, and you told me you were a footballer once a long time ago. Oh Steve, I really don’t know, I wish I’d never started this, what have I done?’


    Well we sat there for hours, Collette, trying to figure out what to do. In the end we both looked at each other and said there had already been too many lies and secrets, we didn’t have to add to them, the only answer was the truth, so that is what we’ve done. The next day, I went around to Nadean’s apartment, which was nothing unusual, we quite often have a coffee together or the odd gin and tonic and a good bitch about Jeremy or Dolly and the barking dog, they do seem to be our pet subjects.


    ‘Hello Carole, what’s it to be, coffee or booze?’


    ‘Oh, coffee please Nadean, far too early for gin, how are you today?’


    ‘I am OK thanks, Kevin phoned last night and they’re hoping to come over in a month or so which will be great, the grandkids grow up so fast and I miss a lot of it. Is there something wrong Carole, you don’t seem yourself?’


    ‘I’ve something to ask you, can you remember when I first moved to Tenerife and we sat and talked about ourselves, you told me all about your life before and after Kevin was born?’


    ‘Yes, Carole, and it helped me a lot to talk about it, but why are you bringing it up now? Not that it’s a problem, I know you’ve not told anyone and to be honest these days I’m looking so old I look nothing like I used to, I doubt anyone would care.’


    ‘The main thing causing you problems Nadean, was the not knowing who Kevin’s father was and you felt it would help you to move on with your life if you did. I know you don’t want a relationship with the man but just confirmation of who he is and where the money came from would be enough for you to move on.’


    ‘What are you getting to, Carole, do you know who he is? If you do, how can you be so sure it is him? As I said at the time it could be one of three men, it’s not that simple. Please get to the point, I know you’re only trying to help and I do appreciate that, but it’s something that has to be one hundred per cent right, there can’t be any doubt.’


    ‘Nadean, I’m two hundred per cent right. I know who Kevin’s dad is; I’ve met him and he knows he’s his father, it’s something he’s always known but I didn’t know what to do with the information. Now I’ve done what I think is the right thing, I’ve told you and I pray I haven’t done the wrong thing as the last thing I want to do is upset you; I just want you to be happy and be able to move on. It’s Steve and he’s the image of Kevin, and that’s what makes me sure it’s him. Nadean, perhaps we should have that gin and I’ll tell you more.’


    Collette, I explained where he was staying and that he wanted to meet her, but he would understand if she didn’t want to meet him. It was like she’d been shot; she looked numb, and it was quite a while before she said anything, but when she did, she smiled, her face lit up like I’ve never seen before. Then, Nadean looked at me and said, ‘Yes, of course I want to meet him, I have to thank him for giving me the best and most wonderful thing in my life, Carole, and I really need to thank him. Carole, if it wasn’t for him I wouldn’t have had the great life living on the farm, and most of all I wouldn’t have Kevin or my precious grandchildren.’ Oh Collette, I’ve never been so relieved in all my life, it could have gone the complete opposite way and I would’ve lost a very dear friend, all for sticking my nose into someone else’s business. The one thing that Nadean didn’t ask, and I’m very surprised, was how I’d found Steve in the first place and to be honest I would’ve had to tell her the truth. Who knows it might come out one day.


    It has now come to the bit of this amazing story that I have no control over and that’s the meeting of Nadean and Steve. I’ve done my bit, Steve was so happy when I phoned him and broke the news to him, I explained how happy Nadean was and that he’d nothing to worry about. They plan to see each other in a couple of days’ time, not somewhere stuffy and formal but one of the quiet bars along the beach front which I think is a great idea. If things get tense they can always take a walk by the sea, I really find the sea has such a calming influence. I really hope everything will be OK.


    The one thing I’ve thought, Collette, we might never know what’s said, and in a way I am pleased about that, it’s none of my business really and deep down I don’t want to know. I’ve achieved what I set out to do, Nadean is on the verge of reconciling her past. I hope it will give her the peace and contentment she deserves.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    I feel drained of all my energy after the Steve and Nadean business; it wasn’t what I did but the pressure of it all. I’ve not seen her to talk to yet but it’s only been a couple of days, and it’s not something I should be poking my nose into. To be honest, Collette, most of my attention has been given to the David and Felicity problem. Graham has phoned me a couple of times and thinks he’s come up with a plan, which is a good thing as it makes me feel I’m not alone sorting it out. In some ways he’s more passionate about the situation than I am. All this started out with Graham helping me because I’d been good to him and Betty when she was so ill, but now it’s like he is on a mission. I do wonder sometimes if it’s just to get brother and sister back together or it’s to get one over on Jeremy, but in the end I think both could happen. Well Collette, the plan he’s come up with I would never have thought of and I think he is very brave, but like he said he doesn’t want Jeremy to think I was behind any of it. He’s worried about David and he’s going to visit him again just to be one hundred per cent sure he’s OK with it all and doesn’t want to change his mind.


    Graham’s decided to go and see David this weekend and phone me when he gets back; he’s basically going to tell him the truth. He’s going to explain how Felicity has asked Jeremy countless times to contact David for her, and he’s lied to her and told her David wants nothing to do with her any more, and we all know that’s not true. If he’d contacted David as Felicity thought, he would have loved to see her. If David is OK with that and thinks he can handle seeing Jeremy as well as his sister, Graham is going to put his little plan to him, but he has to be sure he wants to do it. He has to be certain that he can cope with it all. The good thing about this plan is none of it involves me, we already know how uncomfortable Jeremy is around Graham with him being a policeman. So, Collette, we just have to wait and see again. What with Nadean and Steve, and now David, I am a little bit on tenterhooks.


    But also, I have news from Barbara that all’s going well on the apartment front. The price is actually less than she would have valued it at and she’ll be able to revamp the place with the extra money. So that will involve some shopping trips which is great, I can’t wait to see Jeremy’s face when he knows she’s moving in. Talking about Barbara’s new apartment, that reminds me, I must tell you about the one who’s moved out of it – Riley – he seems so grown up and has taken on the responsibility of being the man of the house, and as for Rosa, I’ve never seen her so happy. I keep telling them not to take life too seriously as they’re both so young, and to go and enjoy themselves, I’ll look after Nicky for them any time they want. Collette, I am thinking of making my spare room into a little boy’s den, so when he comes to stay he’ll have his own room, then he won’t feel like he’s just here when his mum is out for the day or evening. I want to make him feel very welcome at all times.


    Now back to Graham’s plan. If David’s happy with it, what he intends to do is phone Jeremy and book one of his apartments. He’ll tell him he and a friend are coming over to play golf for a week but don’t want to stay on the golf course as they want to go out in the evenings and not just be stuck at the golf club for the week. David will obviously be in on it, and as for Jeremy, well he’s not daft, he’s bound to realise it’s a set up once he sees David, but the last thing he would want to do is upset Felicity. Graham’s convinced he won’t say anything about David changing the legal papers on the properties all those years ago. Besides, David can always turn this around as Graham rightly pointed out; the fact is Jeremy did actually blackmail David, and as they all know blackmail is as much of a criminal offence as forgery is, so now the boot’s on the other foot. As a last resort, if he really has to, he’ll just mention to Jeremy that he knows where he goes on Thursday, but he doesn’t think it will come to that. Collette, it does sound so straightforward, far too good to be true, but hopefully Jeremy won’t suspect I am behind it all with a bit of luck. So we have to wait and see what happens, we aren’t even sure yet whether David even wants to go through with it. Graham said he’ll call me back next week after he’s been down to David’s place and talked it through with him, then it’s all systems go.

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY


    Dear Collette, it’s been over a week since I’ve sat down to write anything to you. It’s not that I’ve nothing to tell you, or that nothing has happened, the truth is I really needed time to myself. I’ve found myself looking back over my life. That’s the life I had before Tenerife, in some instances as far back as my childhood. I did have a happy childhood even though there were no brothers or sisters to share it with, I don’t think I missed out on anything, I always had friends to play with, I even loved going to school. My parents both worked so hard to keep a nice happy home, we didn’t have a lot but we always went on a holiday every year, and as for Christmases, they were magical. Then when I left school I started work right away for the Co-op and really enjoyed it, I was very content there, and had some great mates at work, I was really happy. My life changed when I met Steven. I thought I loved him, but to tell the truth I don’t think I knew what love was.


    Steven and I weren’t like other young couples. He took life so seriously and most of our spare time was spent with his parents who were a lot older than mine. Both my mum and dad died within four years of me getting married, and looking back I don’t think I grieved for them properly, Every time I mentioned them Steven would say, well that was the past, it’s time to move on now. I think their deaths were just an inconvenience to him, it messed up his whole routine. Everything was routine to him; just because something had been done a certain way for so many years, that is how it had to be done. Food had to be eaten on certain days, even in the height of summer, and if it was a Wednesday it had to be beef stew regardless of the weather. At first I found things hard, not being able to do things on the spur of the moment, but as time went on I just accepted it and that became the norm for me. Steven never wanted children and that upset me for quite a few years but I eventually came to terms with that. To be honest, Collette, Steven only ever wanted sex with me when he’d had a few drinks. The night he was caught with the prostitute he’d been out to a work’s function and he’d been drinking; he’d picked her up on his way home, but like I said to you before, Collette, he did me one hell of a big favour. The only thing we had in common really was we lived in the same house together, and so when the marriage ended it was a big relief and thanks to my uncle I could move on. Even if I hadn’t inherited all the money I still think I would’ve created a better and perhaps a more exciting life for myself than I had before. Maybe it wouldn’t have been here in Tenerife, but life for Carole would definitely have been better.


    Have I been thinking too much Collette, or have I just been putting things to rest? Like I’ve said on so many occasions to you, everything in life is for a reason. Sometimes we may have to wait a long time for things to come right, and sometimes things happen right away. A friend kept saying to me I lived in Carole’s world but I’ve learned, especially since moving to Tenerife, there is nothing wrong with living in Carole’s world, and I do hope the likes of Rosa and Riley, Nadean, Steve, David, and Felicity have all gained something from living in my world. I’ve been wondering where my life might take me over the next few years but I’ve so much to look forward to. Just to watch Nicky growing up and to be part of his life will give me so much pleasure, I’m such a lucky person and very grateful for all I have.


    Moving on, Collette, you don’t want me to keep going on about my life; you want to know the latest gossip concerning the others don’t you? First of all, Graham phoned. He’s visited David and told him the plan, which David is just so over the moon with. He’s said he isn’t a bit frightened of Jeremy, he reckons there’s nothing left for Jeremy to upset him with any more, and just wants to spend time with Felicity. Graham phoned Jeremy and booked the apartment for three weeks’ time and explained he was bringing a friend for the week. The funny thing was, the next day Jeremy had great pleasure in telling me that Graham had phoned and was coming over and was bringing a friend. In fact, Felicity and him were wondering whether it was a new lady friend. I had to laugh, little did he know.


    Nadean called in to see me and wanted to take me out to dinner so we arranged it for last night. I was quite nervous as I still wasn’t sure if I’d done the right thing. I knew Steve was happy but as for Nadean, I might have messed things up. We went to a nice little restaurant that we both knew very well. It was quite busy but we were still able to sit at the table for the whole evening and not be rushed. We met at seven o’clock and, to be honest, Collette, it was a shock to see her. I just had to say something to her as she looked completely different and ten years younger. Gone was the bleached blond hair, it was now a lovely shade of light brown, very flattering, and the biggest difference was the makeup which Nadean normally plastered on, even if she only went out for a pint of milk. It had all gone except for a bit of mascara and some lip gloss. I was so shocked.


    ‘Nadean, you look so good, and as well as looking so good you seem so happy, what more can I say?’


    ‘Carole, we can talk all about it over dinner, I’ll tell you all about the new me.


    ‘Carole, I have spent a lot of time with Steve; we have talked and talked about everything, his life, my life and our families. There isn’t any sexual attraction between us, I can’t see any sign of a romance, which I think is good. I think more than anything there’s such relief. For all these years, we’ve both lived with this void in our lives, the not knowing was torture, and now it’s come to an end, neither of us has to live with it any more, we can both move on with our lives. Do you know, Carole, the strangest thing is my body feels so different. I was always so tense, I just feel so relaxed, I haven’t felt like this for years. I was always hiding behind the makeup, I never wanted to get close to people. I had this need, this fear or compulsion, I always had something to hide but not any more, now I feel I couldn’t care less if people found out who I am, or rather who I was. Yes I’m Nadean, yes I do have a son, no I haven’t got a husband, but who gives a shit, certainly not me any more. Kevin and my grandchildren are the most important things in my life and that’s how it is going to stay and nothing will change that ever. The one thing that has changed is that I’m very proud and happy with me, and that is something I’ve never been able to say before. Carole, I’ve spoken to Kevin and told him I know who his father is now. I’m not ashamed any more and if he wants to meet his dad for the first time, it is up to him. Steve would love more than anything to meet Kevin but he would never put pressure on him to do it if he doesn’t want to, but I hope and pray that one day it will happen, because father and son need to be friends. Kevin doesn’t need a father to show him how to become a man, but he needs a father to be his friend and to share their lives together, that is how it should be.’


    ‘Nadean, I’m so pleased for you and the happiness that you now have, it’s been such a long time coming, you deserve every bit of it and so does Steve, and who knows over the years the two of you might just get closer, and that would be a real bonus. But why the new image? It’s fab, you look so young and fresh it’s such a big shock, but in a nice way.’


    ‘Carole, I’ve had that look since the day Kevin was born. I hid behind it and had no desire to stop hiding but now, like I said, I feel so alive I want to start enjoying my life and with that comes a new look. I’m so happy, I want to let go of the past, and be the me that I deserve to be, not the me the past made me be.


    ‘Carole, you always seem so happy and content with your life, and I have always envied you for it, but in a way I’m glad of that, because the way I am feeling now makes me appreciate it so much more. What you’ve done for me, however you achieved it, I will be eternally grateful. The situation could have turned out so differently and I’m so aware of that, but you’ve given me my life back, you’ve given my son the father he never had and a grandfather for Kevin’s children, and that’s something every child should have a father and a grandfather. Thank you.’


    We had a really lovely evening, Collette, and all the worrying and planning paid off, I’m so pleased. It would be great if Steve and Nadean got together, but that is something I won’t get involved with, I feel I’ve done my little bit, the rest is up to them. But like I said, I’ve lots to tell you. I had a call completely out of the blue, and to be honest it was a while before it sank in as to who it was. The person on the phone sounded very nervous; it turned out to be Charlotte, Victoria’s sister.


    ‘Good evening, could I speak to Carole, please?’


    ‘Yes, this is Carole, how can I help?’


    ‘My name is Charlotte, I wrote to you a while back regarding my sister, Victoria. The thing is, since I wrote to you I haven’t been able to get it out of my mind. I really feel I need to do something to try and put things right between us but I just don’t know what. I can’t believe she would ever want anything to do with me again, I’ve done so much damage to our family, and it has gone on for so many years, I don’t think it can ever be put right. It’s not just that I feel so bad, I would love to be able to explain how I feel, but I want to tell her how proud of her I am; what she’s achieved in her career is so amazing not just in this country, but all over the world. I see pictures on the internet of her at the biggest fashion shows, and the magazine covers she has been on are astounding.’


    ‘Charlotte, I really don’t know what to say, and I feel as sorry for you as for Victoria, but I believe that things can be mended, if Victoria wants it half as much as you do. But there’s not just you and her to consider, there’s your parents too, and in a lot of ways it must have been so much harder for them to lose a child. I know she’s not dead but that’s how it must feel to them. I don’t want to upset you, but you put them in a position where they had to choose, and that must have been a terrible thing for them to do, and the choice they made was the wrong choice, Victoria was not the one in the wrong. I’m not saying you were either, Charlotte, we both know it was James, but I do think you have to consider all four people, and perhaps before you sort things out with Victoria you need to speak to your parents first. As for Victoria, I don’t think you’ll have a problem there; I suspect she will jump at the chance of having her family back, and I do know that your mum gets all the info on Victoria from your Aunt Mary, and likewise Mary tells Victoria all the family gossip, so a lot of things won’t be a shock, but like I said, I think you should speak with your parents first. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to help, Charlotte, and please feel free to phone me whenever you reach a decision.’


    ‘Thank you, Carole. I know what I need to do now and you’re so right; there are four people involved, and they all have to be happy with any decision we make. I am so happy that you started the ball rolling, there have been far too many years of me burying my head in the sand and pretending that everything was OK. To think this all started with love. I loved a man so much even when I was aware of what he was up to, I put him before my sister, and even my parents, that is so terrible. My only hope is I can put things right, while I have still got the chance.’


    So Collette, as you can see, it’s just been one thing after another. A lot for me to take in but things really do seem to be coming together. Let’s hope I’m not counting my chickens before they hatch.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


    It’s been a busy couple of weeks, Collette. I’ve been to every kitchen and bathroom showroom on the island with Barbara, and I think she’s actually going to buy one of the first ones we looked at. We could have saved ourselves at least three days if she had bought it on that first day, but we have had a laugh and some nice meals. Barbara is so looking forward to moving in. Like she said, since she moved here to Tenerife she’s only ever lived above the office that she works in, and it was only rented so she couldn’t really change anything. This is a very big deal for her. Peter and Paul are coming around to the idea of her being here; they joked that we would each have our own poof, and that they would each have their own fag hag. The thing I do find funny though is they won’t get away with as much with Barbara as they do with me; she won’t go along with things just to keep them happy like I do, she will argue the toss with them and if drink is involved, God help us all. By the way, I haven’t heard anything else from Victoria’s sister, but it is early days yet and for all I know it might have all been sorted already, as Victoria hasn’t been here for the last a few weeks. As for Nadean, she’s going from strength to strength. I’ve heard Felicity and Dolly gossiping about her, which Nadean is actually quite enjoying. Collette, it wouldn’t surprise me if she told both of them her secret, how funny that would be.


    But the big event at the moment is that Graham and David are due to arrive tomorrow. I would give anything to see Jeremy s face, but if I’m anywhere in sight he’ll guess it was my doing, so I will be well out of the way. I’ve been around to the apartment today as Graham always leaves a suitcase of things with me instead of taking them home to England; also I’ve done a bit of food shopping for him, Jeremy was OK with that. I did it all the time when Graham and Betty came over so he wasn’t suspicious; he did ask if I knew who was coming with Graham and I said as far as I knew, a golfing friend. I did wonder whether David actually could play golf or even if they intend to play at all. Apart from that, Collette, I have nothing else to report, but when I next put pen to paper, who knows what I’ll have to tell you, it is very exciting.


    As you can imagine, Collette, a lot has gone off so I’ll start at the beginning and try not to leave anything out. I woke very early with butterflies in my stomach. Graham’s plane wasn’t arriving until midday. He phoned me to tell me everything was on time. I decided to do my housework, not that there was much to do, it was just to keep me busy really. I didn’t want to be on my balcony or outside when he did arrive, but then I thought Jeremy might find it strange if I wasn’t there to meet Graham. So I quickly got dressed and decided to go out. On my way out the gate of the complex I had a bit of luck. Felicity was just coming back from the shop with her magazines. ‘Hello Carole, how are you? I expect you’re getting excited to see Graham. Jeremy tells me he is bringing a friend; does that mean you have to share him this time?’


    ‘Oh no, Felicity, it is a golfing buddy coming with him. I have a lot on today, can’t stop chatting, got to meet someone in Las Americas, have a nice day.’ I then text Graham to let him know I would be out the way; he would get the text when he put his phone back on after landing.


    Later, Graham told me everything that happened. As the taxi pulled up at the apartment, Jeremy had seen it from his balcony, and down the steps he came. He was only paying attention to Graham to start with, and then as he turned around he saw David. He went white, and actually held on to the bonnet of the car.


    ‘David, what are you doing here, how did you know where we lived? I think you should get right back in that taxi and get the first plane out of Tenerife.’


    ‘You just wait a minute, Jeremy, David’s here on holiday with me and we’re going to play golf and have a relaxing break.’


    ‘Graham, it’s my apartment and I don’t want him in it or anywhere near it, and come to that, David, I think you’ve forgotten something. Think carefully and try to remember, we had an agreement which I think you have now broken and that’s not a good thing for you as it could cause you a lot of trouble.’


    ‘Now hold it there Jeremy, this isn’t the place for this, let us go into the apartment and talk about this as adults, I’m sure you don’t want Felicity to hear us all shouting; the quicker we can sort this out the better for everyone.’


    ‘Yes Graham, it will be sorted as he’s definitely leaving.’


    ‘Let us sit down and you can tell me why David can’t stay.’


    ‘I am afraid, Graham, this is none of your business; it’s a family problem which will no longer be a problem once he goes and never returns like the agreement we had.’


    ‘That agreement doesn’t exist Jeremy, David’s going nowhere. He has come to visit his sister, and the reason he’s visiting her is because she wants to see him, and has wanted to see him for many years, but she has been prevented by you. So I think you have to accept that and if you don’t we will just have to ask Felicity what she wants to do.’


    ‘Over on my dead body, he’ll never get to see or speak to my wife, he’s not wanted here today, tomorrow, or ever again.’


    ‘Please can I speak? I haven’t come to cause anyone any harm; all I want is to see my sister and if she doesn’t want to see me I will willingly go, I’ll get out of your life forever. But I believe she will want to see me and want me back in her life.’


    ‘I’m telling you once and for all if you even speak to Felicity, I will have to tell the police about the way you changed property details from one person to another, and I’m sure Felicity won’t want anything to do with you if she knew how you stole money from your parents.’


    ‘Just hold on a minute Jeremy, I know I did wrong and I’ve had to deal with that for many years and I’ve had a lot of problems since then, but over the last three years I’ve got my life back together. I no longer drink or gamble. I don’t want anything whatsoever from you or Felicity, except to be able to spend some time with her and nothing more.’


    ‘Well I’m telling you that isn’t going to happen.’


    ‘Stop it both of you, we’re not getting anywhere with this to and froing; there has to be a compromise, all David wants to do is see his sister, what harm can that do? Why don’t you tell her it was all your idea Jeremy, and make out it was a big surprise for her. David will go along with that I am sure.’


    ‘Yes, I will do whatever you say Jeremy, as long as I can spend time with Felicity.’


    ‘I really don’t think either of you understand. I’ve said no. My wife does not get a say in it, she does as she’s told and you, David, will do the same, and that’s get as far away from Tenerife as soon as possible, and as for you, Graham, I don’t know how you came to get involved with all of this, but I’m afraid you will have to find somewhere else to stay, this apartment is no longer available for you to rent, I want you both out of here now. You might be a policeman in the UK, Graham, but not here, and if I have to get the Tenerife police to sort this out, I will.’


    Well Collette, not the best outcome. Graham phoned me on my mobile and I got a taxi back. Both him and David came in with me and we had to think what to do next. Jeremy would obviously put two and two together and guess they would come to my apartment, which then would mean I was involved. We had been sat talking for about an hour when I heard a car. I looked out and saw Jeremy and Felicity going out; he obviously wanted her out of the way and was probably hoping David would just disappear but that wasn’t going to happen. Like David said, it has taken him many years to come this far, and wasn’t giving up yet, not that easily.


    ‘Carole, Graham, I really didn’t realise how strong I’d become, I don’t need the booze to make me feel like this, that man can’t do me any more harm than he has already done, I can handle anything he throws at me. All I want to do is spend time with my sister, and I will stay here as long as it takes.’


    ‘Well David, I really don’t think it is going to be that easy, but I started this, I was the one who got Graham to find you, I was the one who just wanted Felicity to be happy, so I’m the one who needs to try to get it sorted. There’s one bit of information I have on Jeremy but by using it I would be bringing myself down to his level, and I don’t want to do that unless there are no other options.’


    Collette, Jeremy came back quite late, I saw the car pull up and they were both there. I cooked a meal for Graham and David, and we decided it was best if they stayed with me that night, but Graham was adamant it would be sorted the next day because the longer it went on the worse it would get. It was a long evening full of what if we did this, or what if we did that. I didn’t say anything, but there was a point I wished I’d never started the whole thing. All I wanted was Felicity to be happy, the way things were going it will be the complete opposite. I felt I’d cocked up all three lives.


    The next morning, we waited until Jeremy went to get his paper from the shop. He went the same time every day and Graham went after him. ‘Jeremy, have you had any more thoughts on letting David see his sister? Have you even mentioned it to Felicity? He’s adamant he’s not leaving Tenerife until he’s spoken with her. If she says she doesn’t want to have anything to do with him, he will be very upset but he will accept that and go home, but until that happens he’s not moving.’


    ‘What I don’t get Graham, is how and why you’re involved with all of this, but I do have the odd suspicion. I think it could all be something to do with Mrs Goody-two-shoes. Yes, Carole. No doubt she’s told you my secret and she feels sorry for my wife, and it is her way of getting her own back on me; in other words, making the evil man pay. Well if that’s the case it won’t work because Felicity will only believe me, she always has, and there’s no reason she won’t this time. Once I tell her about her drunken, gambling fraudster brother, he won’t stand a chance, so I suggest you take him to the airport sooner rather than later.’


    Graham was so disheartened when he came back, and I felt so guilty. For one thing, he was here on holiday and he didn’t need all this shit. It was my problem and I had to sort it out and there’s no time like the present. If I was quick I could get to his apartment to see Felicity before he came back from the shop.


    ‘Good morning Carole, Jeremy has just gone for his paper, he’ll be back in a couple of minutes if you’d like to come in and wait.’


    ‘Thank you, Felicity.’ It seemed no time and he was back there very red faced but not his confident self, which was good for me, just like the time I caught him with his girlfriend and son.


    ‘Carole, I am sorry I haven’t got time to see you today, I’d like you to leave.’


    ‘Jeremy, darling, that’s not very nice, don’t be so rude to Carole. I’m sure whatever she wants won’t take long, and anyway we aren’t in a hurry to do anything this morning.’


    ‘Carole, I’ve asked you to leave, would you go now. Please.’


    ‘Jeremy, it is Felicity I’ve come to see but I would like you to listen to what I have to say as well.’


    ‘Carole, I’m not going to ask you again, please go.’


    ‘Jeremy, what is the matter, why are you being like this, what’s so bad that you’re throwing Carole out, I want to know?’


    ‘This is nothing to do with you, Felicity, I won’t have her talking to you, she’s leaving now even if I have to pick her up and throw her out of the door.’


    ‘Stop all this at once. Jeremy and Carole sit down and tell me whatever you have to, and I’ll decide if you go.’


    ‘But darling…’


    ‘No Jeremy, just shut up, and Carole, just spit it out, all of this is upsetting me.’


    ‘Carole, you will regret this, I promise you.’


    ‘Jeremy, shut it for once and for all. Now Carole, start talking please.’


    ‘Felicity, I’ve done something which has really upset Jeremy.’


    ‘Well I can tell that Carole, but what is it you’ve done?’


    ‘The thing is, during the time we’ve known each other we’ve talked a lot about our past and the lives we both used to live. You talked about all the happy family times you’ve had, the days with your brother going off on your bikes together, the closeness you had with him before your parents died. Most of all, you’ve told me how much you miss him and wish he was still a part of your life.’


    ‘That’s right, Carole, but he doesn’t want anything to do with me, Jeremy has contacted him hundreds of times over the years, his life is a mess, he’s so ashamed he always says, and doesn’t want me to see him like that.’


    ‘Felicity, part of that’s true. He was in a very bad way, but for the last few years he’s been so much better. The part of that that isn’t true, is that Jeremy has never contacted him, not even once. He’s never told him you want to see him because if he had David would have jumped at the chance.’


    ‘Tell me she’s lying, Jeremy, tell me this isn’t true.’


    ‘Of course she’s lying, what does she know about our lives and our past?’


    ‘She knows I want to see David more than anything else in the world.’


    ‘Carole, how do you know David and where is he? If this is true Jeremy, I will never be able to forgive you.’


    ‘Felicity, it’s true I promise you, but you don’t have to take my word for it you can ask David. I promise the both of you I haven’t done this to upset anyone. I’ve done it because families are meant to be together and not divided. Brothers and sisters have a bond that nothing and no one can come between, that bond is for life, and gets stronger with time.’


    ‘Where is David? Carole, please tell me, I need to know, I need him to tell me if he wants to see me or not.’


    ‘Felicity, he’s here in Tenerife and I can tell him you want to see him if you like.’


    ‘No Felicity, I’m telling you he’s no good, he’s a waster, I forbid you from seeing him.’


    ‘Jeremy, shut up, I want to see David and I’ll decide what I’m going to do, not you. Carole, can you please get hold of him for me and tell him I want to see him so much. I don’t know or care how this has all happened, and I don’t understand why you don’t want me to be happy, but I do know this could be the last opportunity I have to reconcile with David, and nothing or no one is going to stop it happening.’


    ‘If that’s what you want Felicity, I’ll let him know and take you to him, and that way you’ll be meeting on neutral ground. Why don’t you go and put on some make-up and I’ll see you at my apartment in an hour?’


    So, Collette, that went better than I thought it would, Jeremy was very unhappy and very nervous; I explained everything to David and Graham and we prepared ourselves for Felicity. All three of us agreed she wouldn’t come by herself, Jeremy would be with her, but like Graham said, he didn’t think Jeremy would start arguing, not with all of us there, surely.


    ‘Come in Felicity.’


    ‘Thank you, Carole. Jeremy’s come with me, is that OK? He’s promised me he won’t start again, and it’s left to me to decide what I want to do.’


    ‘Felicity, would you like Graham and me to leave, it’s not really any of our business?’


    ‘No, definitely not, I have you two to thank for making this happen, and I am so grateful.


    ‘David, I never thought this day would ever come, I’ve missed you so much and what’s made it all so much worse is I didn’t think you wanted to ever see me again. I couldn’t understand what I’d done that was so wrong; I thought you didn’t love me any more.’


    ‘Felicity, I never stopped loving you. I was a mess, I drank too much and gambled all my money away, but I never stopped loving you. Felicity, you’re the only thing I have in my life. I’m ashamed of what I’ve done and I’m willing to take the consequences for it. If I have to go to prison, and perhaps that’s what I deserve, as long as you can forgive me, I can cope with prison, I’m so very sorry.’


    ‘What have you done that’s so bad that you would go to prison?’


    ‘I’ll tell you why your brother is going to prison, because many years ago he changed the deeds of one of your father’s properties to his name and gambled the money away. He stole, Felicity, he stole from your parents, how can you ever condone that?’


    ‘Jeremy, shut up, you promised you wouldn’t say anything. He’s my brother and I’ll stand by him whatever happens. David, we will help you, Jeremy has friends who can help sort this out. You’re not going to prison, I promise you. You will help him Jeremy, surely there must be a way, mum and dad are both dead who else is there to tell the police, who else would gain if you went to prison.’


    ‘I’m very sorry Felicity, but there’s one person who would want your brother to go to prison, the same person who’s blackmailed your brother for all these years, and that’s your husband. I really don’t think it would ever come to that after all these years, but it depends on how far Jeremy wants to take it. The situation’s this, basically David’s future is in Jeremy’s hands. Are you OK, can I get you something Felicity? Take deep breaths, you’ll feel better, just take your time, it’s been a big shock, so much for you to take in all at once.’


    ‘Thank you Carole, I’ll be OK, and like you say it’s a lot to absorb all at once, but the biggest thing is I’m realising I really don’t know the man I’m married to. After all these years he’s a stranger to me, sorry can I please use your bathroom, Carole?’


    ‘Are you OK darling? Let’s go home and talk about all of this. Perhaps the police don’t need to get involved. I might have overreacted about it all, I just wanted to protect you. You and David could start to see more of each other, I’m sure we can plan something which would help both of you, come on let’s go home. We can put all of this behind us and start again don’t you think?’


    ‘Yes, we will go home, Jeremy, and David will be coming with us and if you’re not happy with that, I suggest you move into one of the other apartments, he’ll be staying as long as he wants to.’


    ‘I’m going to have to say no to that, darling. I think we need to go home and talk about it first; you might be rushing into it. What I suggest is you have a lie down and I’ll have a chat with David.’


    ‘Jeremy, you must think I’m so naïve. I was once but not any more. I go along with everything you say and do and I’m not saying you haven’t been good to me because you have, but I’ve also put up with such a lot.’


    ‘I don’t know what you mean, Felicity. I’ve put you first all the time, there is nothing I wouldn’t do for you.’


    ‘Jeremy, I’ve not been put first all the time as well you know, someone else has been first. Yes, Jeremy, I know all about her, your Thursday mistress and, come to that, your Thursday son too. Do you think I’m that stupid? Did you think I would let you go out each week for all these years, and not try to find out where you were going and what you were up to?’


    ‘Carole, you bitch, I knew you couldn’t keep that to yourself, it’s not what you think Felicity, I promise you. That boy’s not my son.’


    ‘Jeremy, neither Carole or anyone else told me, this I found out about all by myself, years ago when he was first born, actually the day after he was born, when the hospital phoned here to speak to you by mistake. I turned a blind eye to it. Why, I often ask myself, I think I was just thankful I had you, and you looked after me, and it was at that exact time when the boy was born I realised how many other times I had ignored things.’


    ‘I don’t know what you mean Felicity, you’ve got all this wrong, the hospital must have made a mistake, mixed me up with the real father, perhaps it was a cover-up, someone using my name.’


    ‘Jeremy, I suggest you just shut up before I list everything else I’ve turned my back on. Like all the holidays we went on and that woman from Torquay was at every hotel we ever stayed at most of the time, she was on every flight we took. Oh, and every time you went back from the pool or the bars she disappeared at the same time, even when you went to play golf she seemed to vanish from the pool side. Jeremy, would you like me to carry on or do you finally get the picture? I’m not that dumb blonde you think I am, do you get the picture now Jeremy?’


    Well Collette, with that, Jeremy stormed off and David and Felicity went back to her apartment. I said to Graham there’s only one thing for it, and if dear Betty had still been with us she would do the same – pour a gin – a large one at that!


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


    It’s been over three weeks since I’ve put pen to paper, Collette. To be quite frank, I’ve been so tired with one thing and another. Saying that, there is a lot to tell you. Graham stayed with me for the rest of his week’s holiday. I made him go and play golf every day and we ate out most nights, which was really nice. He talks a lot about Betty and he’s coming to terms with his life as a single person, I think he’ll carry on working longer than he intended to which is good as he’ll have a reason to get motivated each day. As for David, I’ve seen him to talk to a few times and he’s very happy and has moved into one of Jeremy’s apartments. Now I can’t say the same about Jeremy as he hasn’t spoken to me once since all the revelations came out. I’ve also noticed he still goes out all day Thursdays, which I did wonder whether that would stop, and I’ve also noticed some evenings that Felicity and David have gone out to eat without him which is very good news. Felicity did come to see me a few days ago with a present for me, a very nice hand bag which she said was a thank you for everything I had done.


    ‘How are you Felicity, you really look well?’


    ‘Oh, Carole I am! David and I have talked so much, there’s so much to catch up on, and he’s been so honest with me. I told him what had happened in his past was none of my business and I didn’t want to know, but he’s insisted and he’s told me everything, so we haven’t got any secrets from each other. I want him to stay as long as he wants, there will always be a home for him here on Tenerife. As for my husband, Carole, there’s been quite a lot of talking done there as well. I think he’s told me everything, and as for his Thursday business, well if there hadn’t been a child involved, things would be very different. But I do feel the child needs stability and I don’t think that routine should change. So, as long as it doesn’t involve me I will put up with it. Jeremy seems very grateful, I think he thought I would give him ultimatums like them or me, but I am over that. The big thing that’s changed is that I’m getting more involved with our little business empire; I’ve never had anything to do with our money since the day we were married, but now the three of us are going through everything together. Jeremy’s not happy about it but he knows he has no choice. He knows as well as I do he’s cheated David out of tens of thousands of pounds, and I intend to put that right. David on the other hand is not one bit concerned about the money, he’s just so happy we are back together again, but I will make damn sure he gets every penny that’s owed to him, it’s the least I can do.’


    ‘Felicity, where have you got all this strength and confidence from, you’re like a different woman.’


    ‘I know, Carole, but the thing is I’m feeling so good about it all. It’s quite sad in some ways, when I look at Jeremy he looks like a fish out of water, but like I said to him, if he’s not happy with it he can leave, but I don’t think that will happen, do you? Carole there was one very funny thing that happened and you’ll find it quite out of character for me.’ After we left here that day we went back to our apartment, and the three of us talked for several hours. It was getting late and David said he would rather stay down in one of our holiday apartments instead of with us. He said it would also give Jeremy and myself time to talk which I was fine with. So off he went and we arranged to see him the following morning for breakfast. I could see the relief on Jeremy’s face and I was getting ready for all his excuses, but to be honest, Carole, I wasn’t in the mood for it, I thought we had both said all that there was to say. But I wasn’t finished with him yet, I got him to open the safe and take everything out except my jewellery. He said we could do it the following day, but like I said to him, things that are in there now might not be tomorrow, you should have seen his face. I knew that everything I needed to know about all our finances would be in there so I made him pass everything to me and then I spent about four hours going through it all; I made notes of account numbers, offshore accounts, stocks and shares and investments; it was all very straightforward and an eye opener. If there was something I didn’t understand I asked him. He was well aware if he didn’t answer my questions I would find someone who would. The outcome, Carole, is I know it all now, and a lot of it goes back many years, back to my parents, and Jeremy is well aware that from now on anything to do with the business and money transactions will be overseen by the three of us. So it’s like it or lump it.


    ‘Carole, I really want to thank you again. I know this little gift isn’t a lot, I should be giving you a lot more, but I thank you so much. By the way, if you get any trouble from Jeremy I want you to promise me you’ll come and tell me, because it’s not your fault; he just has to blame someone else, he’s never been able to admit he’s been in the wrong and I don’t think he’ll ever change.’


    So Collette, that was very good news. To think that no one on the complex has ever given Felicity any credit for having a brain, but, my God, she could put the rest of us in the shade. In a way I do feel a bit sorry for Jeremy, what am I saying, no I bloody don’t, he deserves everything he gets now and a lot more besides. He won’t be able to break wind now let alone anything else without getting Felicity’s permission; his life will be sheer hell as long as he’s with her and it serves him right. I’ve always said good conquers evil every time. The other bit of bad news he’s had is that Barbara has moved in. You should have seen his face when she told him, it was a real picture. She said he must feel he’s not got a friend in the world, but then you only get out of life what you put into it, and he’s never done anyone any good, so he can’t expect to get a lot back can he?


    Yes, and that is why I am so tired, helping Barbara with the apartment; she’s had kitchen and bathroom fitters in plus a tiler. The apartment’s looking so good I want to swap, we’ve had a great laugh with all the workmen, the way we were flirting you’d have thought we were eighteen year olds, not in our fifties. There have been so many late nights with her, Peter and Paul already. But it’s great to see Barbara so happy, she reminds me so much of me when I first moved here. People over the years have turned their noses up at Tenerife, but I think it’s like anywhere. There are good and bad bits, and to be honest, Collette, I couldn’t give a shit what other people think. Barbara will be so happy and this time I’ve not had to intervene, she’s done this all by herself.


    Barbara did have something very exciting to tell me. She had a phone call from Divine Day’s PA and was invited for afternoon tea the other afternoon. Divine’s organising a charity dinner to raise money for a hospice here in Tenerife, and she wanted to find out from Barbara if she knew of any other celebs that either lived on the island, or had second homes here, as she felt that that it would raise the profile of the cause, the more celebs we could get to attend. Well, with her contacts in the property business she’s managed to put a list of names together, and to be honest Divine’s the biggest celeb on the island so no one’s going to turn her down. The island is full of soap stars from England who have second homes anyway. The more Barbara told me about it the more I wanted to be involved, so what I’ve done is booked a table for twelve which cost a small fortune, but it all goes to a brilliant cause, and without sounding morbid who’s to say I might not need the services of the hospice one day.


    One of the names Barbara gave was Victoria’s because she’s so well known by all the magazines and the fashion industry. I gave her a call to check if she would be interested first and she was very happy to help. She phoned me back the next day to tell me she knew of some other models that would like to get involved. She said she had contacted Divine’s PA and they’re going to do a fashion show on the night, which Victoria’s going to organise. All the clothes they model on the night will be auctioned off for the hospice; she’s so excited and thanked me and Barbara for putting her name forward. She did tell me a bit of gossip, Divine is going to do some of the modelling too. All she has to do now is get the clothes organised but she doesn’t think that will be too hard, she will only have to mention Divine Day’s name and all the top designers will be throwing clothes at them. My only problem is to decide which other eleven people I’m going to take with me. It’s going to be a very big night in Tenerife and if it wasn’t for Barbara I would never have had the opportunity to go to it.


    My other bit of news is I’ve had another phone call from Charlotte who’s really beating herself up about it all. I’ve told her again I’m sure Victoria will be OK. I couldn’t emphasise enough that she had to come clean with her parents first. It takes a strong person to admit they were wrong especially after all these years. Well Collette, I think that’s about it, I’m going to have a restful few weeks. I think I’m going to pretend I’m on holiday and just read trashy books and lay in the sun. The last bit of news is we’ve all had a letter from Tenerife’s equivalent of the council, to tell us that they have to do maintenance on the water main and the water will be disrupted for four days. I think Barbara and myself might go away for a few days, so we won’t have all the inconvenience, but it’s not for another month or so yet, so that means we’ve got plenty of time to get our ball gowns sorted for the big charity ball. I think a bit of a diet might be called for before then, don’t you, Collette?


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


    Relaxed, rested and ready to take on the whole world. Yes, Collette, I’ve done absolutely nothing for the last two weeks. I told you I was going to treat it as a holiday and that’s just what I did. I went to the beach three times and laid in the sun with all the holidaymakers, sat on the promenade with my ice cream, went around all the gift shops and had some nice meals out. One night, I went for dinner with Hamilton which was lovely; he’s such a different person these days, he’s even been on a few dates, nothing that serious but he’s really starting to enjoy life. As for his parents, he’s spent quite a bit of time with them, he’s really been spoiling his mum, he took her to Las Vegas to see Celine Dion as a birthday treat. He said one of the best things about it was that he didn’t even look at the prices of anything, he knew he could afford it and that’s all he needed to know. We laughed all evening. We didn’t really talk about our lives, we just had a great night out, it was fun. There was one awkward moment when he wanted to know about Felicity’s brother. She’d introduced him, and he felt she seemed so different, she had a confidence about her, and Jeremy seemed to let her speak for herself. I did lie, Collette, and say I hadn’t really noticed. I don’t think he believed me though but it didn’t spoil the evening.


    I haven’t seen much of Barbara, as she still has the decorators in, plus she had to go to Gran Canaria to work in the office there for a week. She said I could go with her but I wasn’t really in the mood. If I’d gone there was no way I’d have had such a good time as I did when I was there before. The chances of meeting Robson would be very slim, more like impossible seeing as he didn’t live there, and to be honest even if I did meet him again it would never be the same. Even now when I think of us on the beach together making love, my body just tingles with excitement, and that’s how I want to remember that wonderful day, the best day of my life.


    My second night out was with Victoria. She was only over for two nights, just to go over all the arrangement for the ball; she’s so excited as it’s the first time she’s ever done anything like this, normally she just turns up and models whatever she’s told to. But on this occasion she has to plan the lot. The fashion show bit of the evening will last forty-five minutes. She’s got nine models, three male and six female, one of which is Divine Day. The theme she’s chosen is carnival, plenty of bright colours and funky music. As for the clothes, Victoria’s using one big name designer and two up and coming ones, one of whom happens to be Spanish, which is great as she doesn’t want it to be just a British evening, it has to be very cosmopolitan. She did say that there’s going to be so many famous people there, and it’s rumoured someone connected to British royalty as well. She met up last week with Divine in London for dinner. She said how down to earth she is considering she is such a big star. Divine’s also done a deal with a top magazine, which will bring in a huge amount of money for the hospice. There’s going to be a charity auction, and the master of ceremonies come auctioneer is none other than the famous drag artist Molly Moon who started his drag act in the gay clubs on the island, wait until Peter and Paul hear that. They have to be on my list, don’t they, Collette, but who else: Riley and Rosa, Barbara, as that’s six counting me. I don’t have to invite Felicity and Jeremy, they’re already going with a group from Jeremy’s golf club. I have an idea who the other six will be but I want to give it a little more thought.


    Getting back to our night out, we went to the hotel where the ball’s going to be held, Victoria wanted to get a feel for the place. Before we ate, Victoria had a meeting with the organisers and I tagged along as she wanted to see all the practical things like the stage, changing rooms, etc. The ballroom is huge; there is going to be just over six hundred people there on the night. The room was in the process of being decorated. The hotel realises this is good publicity for them, and they’re going out of their way to help Victoria. One of the good things is Victoria will be here ten days before the actual night, and to be honest, Collette, she’s so organised I feel very proud of her.


    ‘At last, food, Carole, I’m so hungry.’


    ‘You seem so in control, Victoria, and so excited.’


    ‘Yes I am. To be honest, I should be able to do it all, it’s the world I’m most used to; if I mess this up there is not a lot of hope for me, and to be honest Carole, it’s something I’ve thought of getting into, my modelling days won’t last forever, and I’ll need to find some sort of work when that time comes. Carole, I need things like this to motivate me. What I do on a daily basis can be so boring, on a plane, off a plane, drive to a studio, have photos taken in a dozen different outfits, back on the plane again, not the most challenging of things.’


    ‘Well, I think you should be very proud of what you are doing for the charity ball, then again I think you should be proud of what you’ve achieved in your life anyway. All the fame could have gone to your head but it hasn’t and you’re so grounded and normal.’


    ‘Well, let’s be honest, I know that you’ve gotten involved in this project for the right reasons, but if this goes well it could be the platform you need to take you into the next stage of your fashion career. Let’s face it, you couldn’t get a much bigger profile gig for your first job. Sorry, I didn’t mean to put you under any more pressure or scare you but it’s true.’


    ‘Thanks a lot Carole, don’t beat about the bush, but I know what you mean. I know you’re right and this is my chance to prove myself and, you know what, I’m bloody well going to. Look out fashion world, Victoria’s here to show you how it’s done, and she’s here to stay.’


    ‘Carole, I do feel I’ve done well out of life. I’m a very lucky girl, I do appreciate everything I’ve got.’


    ‘But Victoria, and there it’s a big but, you wish you had your family to enjoy it with, don’t you?’


    ‘Yes, Carole, I do. I would give anything for that.’


    ‘So, if they walked back into your life would you forgive and forget everything from the past, the horrible things that happened, the way your sister treated you, could you forgive all that.’


    ‘Yes, I could now. Four or five years ago no, but I’ve moved on from that, this life we are in isn’t going to last forever and one day we are all going to die, so you have to make the most of it, enjoy life! What good does it do to bear a grudge, life’s not a rehearsal, it is for real and that is why I am now living my life the way I want, but I want to share that life with my family, while there’s still time.’


    ‘Collette, that answered my question. So, she’s willing to forgive, the ball’s now in Charlotte’s court, only she can put this family back together again, but does she really want to? I don’t know, she has a lot to own up to first. I’ll phone and tell her what’s been said, I can’t do any more than that. By the way, I’ve started dieting as I want to look fab and glam on the night; I have cut down on everything, even the gin, that’s the first time since moving here. I’m going to finish now, Collette, as I’ve got quite a lot to be getting on with seeing as I’ve done nothing for two weeks apart from sit on my ass. No changes there, I hear you say, shame on you Collette.’


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


    After all the excitement of shopping for our outfits, the week of the ball has arrived. Barbara and I have spent hours looking for the right gowns – yes, Collette, gowns, not dresses – and we’ve found two perfect very elegant ones, both of them are black but mine’s got silver bling on it, and Barbara’s has got white trimming. Very posh, and they both cost a small fortune, but like we said we could end up in the magazine so we have to make the effort. I thought Barbara and I were bad enough, but since I invited Peter and Paul I don’t think there is a clothes shop on the island they haven’t been in. For some people, going to this ball would be the highlight of the year to them and this is the biggest thing in their whole lives, and to be honest, Collette, they’re looking pretty good. Like me they have been dieting and just like me they’ve lost weight as well. By the way, on the weight subject, I‘ve lost just under a stone, and feeling better for it. The only other person putting in the effort to look good is Felicity, she went back to London to get an outfit and guess where she bought it from? Harvey Nicks, and I can’t wait to see what she looks like. I have to say that while she was away I’m sure she’s had some fillers done, the lines around her eyes and mouth have disappeared, but good for her, why not, she can afford it, and after what she’s been through lately, she bloody well deserves it.


    Now I bet you’re waiting to hear who else I am taking; this is the list: Barbara, Peter, Paul, Rosa, Riley, Hamilton, and Nadean, who’s coming with Steve, which make nine counting myself, so that leaves three places and they’re the exciting ones, if I can pull it off. I phoned Charlotte and basically put my cards on the table, told her if there was ever an opportunity for her to put things right with Victoria, this would be the time to do it; I repeated to her what Victoria had said. I told her all about the ball and all the hard work Victoria was putting into it. Collette, I’ve really well and truly put her on the spot. Deep down I really do believe if it doesn’t happen now it never will. Charlotte knows I have three places at the ball for her and she also knows this is one of the most important nights of Victoria’s life, I can’t do anything more. Collette, I know exactly what you’re thinking, what do I do with the three places if they don’t come? Well it’s still seven days until the ball and my ‘plan b’ is: if they don’t come I will invite Dolly and Nicolas; I just tell them some friends have let me down at the last minute and would they like to come and Pablo will jump at the chance. But hand on heart I pray it doesn’t come to that, I really hope Charlotte calls back to say they are coming.


    As for today, I have a good one ahead. I’m going shopping with Rosa to buy her dress for the ball. Riley is staying home with Nicky and we’re going to have a girly day: lunch, nails and lots of clothes to look at. I’ve seen Victoria and she’s so busy but very excited, she thinks she’s doing OK; all the clothes are here, the press have already done an interview with her. Just a little bit of gossip; there will be a royal there, but she is not saying who. I am signing off for the time being, but there have been many times like this, that I’ve wished you weren’t just a diary, not just a blank sheet of paper, but a real person as I look on you as one of my best friends. Most people would say I’m a bit strange, but I don’t think there’s anything wrong with being strange, do you, Collette?


    Hi Collette, I’m back. Well, it’s four days later I’m afraid, sorry I’ve been very busy. Rosa looks just like a model in her dress. We had a wonderful time shopping, it felt just like mother and daughter very special. I’m so lucky to have her, Nicky and Riley in my life. It’s only three days until the ball and I’m at bursting point. I don’t know what I’m looking forward to the most, seeing Divine Day or seeing what creation Felicity’s wearing. I bumped into Felicity the other morning, who informed me she booked a make-up artist and hairdresser so she gets the look just right, and that Jeremy and herself are staying the night at the hotel where the ball’s being held so she does not have to travel too far and spoil the look I can’t wait. There’s no change with Peter and Paul; between them they’ve bought five outfits, and they will decide on the night who will wear what, God help us. Nadean is very laid back about it, but then years ago when she was an actress she used to go to film premiers and big showbiz parties, so she’s used to this type of occasion, and Barbara is just like me, an overexcited kid.


    The big news is that Charlotte and her parents are coming. She’s explained everything to them and from what I can gather there’s been a lot of tears but things aren’t as bad as she’d feared. Charlotte has booked them into a nice hotel but they don’t arrive until the afternoon of the ball. We’ve discussed whether Victoria should be told before they come, but I think she would get very stressed, it’s already such a big night for her, and it could lead to her doing this kind of thing when she stops modelling, so I know how much she wants to get it right, so it’s just too much added pressure for her. It will be a big shock to see them after the fashion show, but she’ll cope with it after the show a lot easier I think. Collette, the Nadean and Steve thing worried me, the Felicity and her brother terrified me, but with Victoria I feel very laid back and happy, it’s all going to be fine, I know that in my heart, it’s what they all want.


    By the way, the other news is the water main is going to be sorted in three weeks’ time, and with a stroke of luck it just happens to be when Barbara has to go to Grand Canaria to work in the office there, so I’m going with her, but somehow I don’t think I will have such a fulfilling time as I did last time, but that was something that only happens in films. Hamilton arrives tonight so that will be fun; he is on the same flight as Steve. Nadean told me Steve is staying in a hotel, she didn’t fancy the idea of him staying at her apartment, she still doesn’t think anything will happen between them, but she did say Steve had been to the farm to meet Kevin and his family and everything went OK. Collette, I’m so blessed to have such good friends and such a lovely life, I don’t know what I’ll do after the Victoria and Charlotte problem is sorted, I’ll have to find a hobby because life will be very boring. I have to do something or else I won’t have anything to write to you about.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


    At last the big night is here. Well, not quite, it’s only six thirty in the morning, and the ball isn’t until eight o’clock tonight. But I am so excited. We have a full day of pampering ahead, that’s myself Barbara, Nadean, and Rosa, how the rest of them plan to get themselves looking fab and glam, well I just don’t care. Peter and Paul haven’t eaten for two days, they call it their emergency detox; Hamilton and Riley’s idea of glam is a shave and a shower but they always look good anyway. Now the four of us have got the full works: hair, nails, and a facial, all done in a beautiful swanky salon, it is my treat to them. After that it’s a light lunch and an afternoon siesta, I intend to have a very late night. The taxis are picking us up at seven, oh, and by the way, I saw Victoria last night, and she gave me the running order for the night and as we get out the taxi there is a red carpet. I had to laugh because Jeremy and Felicity won’t be able to walk down it, as they’re going to the hotel in the afternoon to get ready and stay overnight, so she won’t be able to do the grand entrance. Such a shame as we will have photos of us on it.


    So, a very busy day ahead, I will fill you in with all the gossip and all the celebs I spot tomorrow, not forgetting how Victoria and her family works out, I’m confident it will be OK. There’s only one other thing that’s bothering me at the moment and that is Riley. He’s said he needs to speak to me and it is quite urgent, I just hope everything between him and Rosa is OK, they seem very happy so perhaps I’m worrying over nothing. That’s all from me for now, Collette, I am off to meet the girls and see if the staff at the salon can take ten to fifteen years off me. Hopefully the lighting at the ball won’t be that good, that might be my saving grace.


    I’m back from the ball and what a night it was, Collette. I’ll start from the beginning. You should have seen Rosa’s face when the taxis pulled up. I hadn’t told them but I’d booked two limousines to take us to the ball.


    ‘Carole, what have you done? Talk about spoiling us. Well first you buy me a dress, handbag and shoes, which came to more than I earn in a month, then you pay to take us to the night of the year on Tenerife, you take me to have my hair and nails done, and finally the transport is fit for royalty.’


    ‘Rosa, you deserve it and so does everyone else, now just enjoy because nights like this don’t come along very often. Barbara, I do think Felicity’s going to be so shocked when she sees us all, we have scrubbed up very well indeed, now come on let’s get going. Look the road’s been closed off and there is a red carpet.’


    ‘I know, Barbara, Victoria told me, and look as people get out the cars they’re having their photos taken. How fab is that? Just like being at the Oscars or a film premiere, how glamorous is that?’


    ‘Are you OK, Nadean, you look miles away?’


    ‘Yes, I’m fine Steve, but this must bring back memories for you?


    ‘Yes, but they seem a million years ago. In our world of sport and TV this was the norm, I loved it at the time but, to be honest, I didn’t miss it when I stopped playing football. Everything was so false back then but this is different, Nadean, you’re here with all your friends, and more importantly you want to be here, and that makes a big difference. Let’s forget the past and just have a nice evening.’


    ‘Yes Steve, lets. May I take your arm to walk down the red carpet?’


    ‘Of course, Nadean, under one condition, you walk very slowly so everyone can see the beautiful lady on my arm.’


    ‘Riley, have you spoken to Carole yet?’


    ‘No Rosa, I haven’t had the opportunity but I promise I will. You look absolutely stunning Rosa, I feel that I’m the luckiest man in the world.’


    ‘When you think what we’ve both gone through, Riley, to get to this point in our lives, don’t you think it makes us appreciate each other a lot more?’


    ‘I will always appreciate you, Rosa.’


    ‘Well if that’s the case, walk me down that red carpet right now.’


    ‘Now ladies, who’s walking down with whom? I know we joke that you’re both our fag hags all the time but not tonight, you both look like Hollywood stars. I’m walking down with Barbara, the white trimmings on her dress matches the trimming on my jacket, but ladies please walk slowly and make sure you turn towards every camera you see, I intend to be all over that bloody magazine. Divine Day might be the queen of the night, but I’m the princess, and God help anyone who says otherwise. Look over there, Paul, that’s two of the actresses from Eastenders, and over there is that Spanish boy band. How exciting, I’m the only person I don’t recognise.’


    ‘Shut up, Peter, and just walk, and remember to smile, show those teeth they’ve cost me a fortune.’


    ‘Hamilton, you take my other arm, I can be escorted by two men then, well, one man and Paul, very funny, just smile. Victoria said there’s a champagne reception first, then we go to our tables, the fashion show takes place for forty five minutes, then dinner is served followed by the auction. Then at eleven o’clock the cabaret starts; a couple of local acts perform for half an hour before Divine takes to the stage. Once she’s finished, there’s dancing to the early hours. Can you boys cope with that? Barbara and I will be very disappointed if you don’t keep up with us.’


    ‘Carole, who are you looking for?’


    ‘Who do you think, Felicity of course. I want to see this dress that she went to London to buy, but I want her to see us, I want to show her how well we scrub up. Look over there, I didn’t believe it when they said there would be someone from the royal family, but there is Zara Philips. Oh yes, Barbara, what a great start to the evening. We mustn’t drink too much or we might miss something. We wouldn’t want that, would we?’


    ‘My lords, ladies and gentleman, would you please start to make your way into the ball room, there is a table plan just as you go through the main door, enjoy your evening.’


    ‘We certainly will, here we are, Carole, this is a great spot to see the stage, look at the beautiful table displays. Where do you want us to sit, Carole, I thought there were twelve of us?’


    ‘Yes, there is Barbara. Well the table has been set for thirteen. Excuse me, I’d just like to check that this is the correct table, I booked for twelve but it’s set for thirteen.’


    ‘Can I take your name please?’


    ‘Yes, it is Carole Harding.’


    ‘Let me look at my list. That’s correct, a Victoria Roberts is joining you after the fashion show, I have a note here for you.’


    ‘Dear Carole, I hope you don’t mind, but I’d really love to join you after the modelling, have a good time, love, Victoria.’


    ‘Good evening, I believe my parents and I are at this table, could I ask which one of you is Carole?’


    ‘That’s me, dear. You must be Charlotte, it is so nice to meet you at long last, I hope you’re all well. I’m so sure there’s nothing to worry about and everything’s going to be fine, just fine.’


    Well, Collette, I did the introductions and no one really took any notice who Victoria’s family was or why they were there. They were all far too busy taking everything in that was going on around them; there was so much to see. Barbara suddenly said ‘Carole, guess who’s missing? There’s no Jeremy and Felicity. They should be sat at David’s table and he’s already sat there, so perhaps they’re not coming.’


    ‘Don’t be silly, Barbara, Felicity wouldn’t miss this for the world, you just wait, I know exactly what’s going to happen, just you wait and see, Barbara.’


    The fashion show was due to start at eight thirty which was in only ten minutes time; everyone was sat waiting. The ballroom was full; there must have been hundreds of people there. I looked over to Barbara and Nadean and said, ‘I think we need to do a countdown from ten to one, and when we get to one you just wait and see, and as if on cue, as we got to one, and everyone else was already sat down, in walked Jeremy and Felicity. She was wearing an orange floaty chiffon dress; she was like a big orange bird circling before it landed gracefully. I have to give her credit where credit’s due; it was a fabulous entrance, the best ever, far better than any red carpet, the people who didn’t know her must have thought she was someone very special. We all had a good laugh about it. Peter said even Divine Day wouldn’t be able to top that.


    ‘Charlotte, are you OK? Don’t worry everything’s going to be OK, Victoria loves you all, she just wants you to be proud of her. Just sit back and enjoy the show.’


    ‘Carole, I’ve so much to thank you for, or should I say our family has.’


    ‘Barbara, the lights are dimming, it is so exciting, look that’s the girl from Eastenders, you know, Clare Hopper. Oh yes, her parents have a bar on the island, and that’s the current Miss Tenerife who’s stunning, and here comes Victoria, she looks so different, just like she is in the magazines, completely the opposite to how we see her when she’s here.’


    ‘Oh Carole, this is great. God, Victoria’s even got a boy band modelling clothes, what a show.’ Collette, I looked over and the tears were rolling down the faces of Charlotte and her parents, they looked so proud, and from that moment I knew my list was complete and that made me so happy. The clothes that they were modelling were out of this world. Then all of a sudden the music started to get very dramatic and the lighting changed, then on came two of the girls in white dresses carrying flowers, who were bridesmaids, then all at once a pony pulling a carriage appeared with Divine Day in it. She was helped out by the boy band and she was wearing the most gorgeous wedding dress. What a finale it was, the crowd were applauding and all on their feet, I looked at Barbara and said, ‘This is just the start of the evening, can it get any better?’


    Divine walked to the front of the stage followed by all the other models and then at the back came Victoria. One of the male models handed her a bouquet of roses. She looked so happy. With that, Divine thanked her for putting it all together. She stepped forward to the microphone. She was just about to speak when she looked towards us. She saw all her family sat there. She was so shocked I thought she was going to faint, but she composed herself and thanked everyone and said all the clothes have been donated by the designers, and would be part of the auction. ‘This is a very special night, we’re here to raise money for the hospice but at the same time we’re here to have an enjoyable evening. I’m very proud to have been asked to be part of it, and on a very personal note I am so happy to have my family here to share it with me, thank you.’


    ‘Carole, this is all your doing, thank you so much, I can’t begin to tell you how happy I am. Everything bad that’s happened in the past, all the hurt and the heartache has been forgotten, I don’t even want to talk about it, I just want to start living again with my family in my life. We just haven’t stopped talking yet, I don’t think any of us even ate any of the meal. It looked so good, but food was the last thing on our minds. This is such a very special day for me and one I will never forget, thank you again.’ The meal was great, Collette, the atmosphere in the ballroom was electric, and as for the auction, it made thousands of pounds for the hospice. All the items for sale were way out of our reach but we all enjoyed being part of it. Once the auction was over there was an hour before Divine was to perform. The tables were cleared, fresh cloths were put on, the candles were lit and more champagne was poured.


    All of a sudden Nadean kicked me under the table. ‘Hello, how are you all what a fabulous night, and don’t you all look great.’


    ‘Well good evening Felicity, we might all look great but you look out of this world, what a fabulous dress and the colour is just so you.’


    ‘Oh thank you, do you like it, Carole, I really think it was worth going to London to get it. Like I said to Jeremy, it’s not every day we go to such a glamorous occasion as this, and did you notice he bought me one of the dresses in the auction. Victoria, I was so pleased to see you looking like you do in the magazines. Of course, you always look good, but you know me, I love the glamour, I should have been a model; my only bit of modelling these days is going to and fro to the shop but I do believe in making an effort. Well I must go off and mingle, I hope you all have a great evening, I expect this is all a new experience for all of you, it was so nice that you could all come, bye for now.’


    ‘The barefaced cheek of it, where has she got all this confidence from? There was a time when she didn’t open her mouth, Jeremy would never let her speak, now he seems to be the one who says nothing, what do you think Carole?’


    ‘I really don’t know, Hamilton, perhaps she just feels good about herself. That or maybe she’s just had enough of Jeremy and his secret ways.’


    ‘Are you OK, Rosa?’


    ‘Yes thanks, Carole. Riley and I can’t thank you enough for such a lovely evening, you’ve been so good to us in many ways. I don’t know how we’ll ever be able to repay you.’


    ‘That’s quite easy, Rosa, just let me keep looking after Nicky, and I’ll feel fully reimbursed.’


    ‘Here comes Riley, Carole, I am off to the toilet.’


    ‘Now young lady, I want to have a word with you.’


    ‘It has been quite a few years since anyone has called me a young lady, Riley, what do you want? Is there something wrong? Is everything OK between you and Rosa? Is it something I can help you with?’


    ‘Carole, you’ve helped us more than enough, in fact that’s what I want to talk to you about.’


    ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


    ‘Well, Carole, where should I start? Rosa and myself are very happy and madly in love, and will be for many years, and for that reason I wanted to secure our future together, and that involved making sure our tenancy agreement was secure. I didn’t want the owner of the apartment to come along when they felt like it and give us notice. Since Nicky’s grandfather sold the apartment, Rosa hasn’t really known who bought it, but now we do know don’t we Carole, but what we don’t understand is why. I am not saying we aren’t grateful because we are, so very grateful, but I had thought it strange when the rent went down, because that never happens, rent only ever goes up, so I started to make enquiries and guess what, the owner’s you, Carole.’


    ‘Look it’s like this, Riley, I did it for myself, I needed to invest some money and property is the best way, so it made sense to buy something on the complex where I live. Rosa’s apartment came up for sale and the rest you know.’


    ‘No Carole, the apartment didn’t come up for sale at all. You contacted the owner and paid over the odds for it.’


    ‘Because I wanted to get that family out of Rosa and Nicky’s life for ever. Then when you and Rosa got together, I wanted to give you both a fighting chance so I reduced the rent. I’m not losing out, I still have a very good investment, but more than that, I get to keep the three of you close by me. Perhaps that’s selfish on my part, but you seem happy. I would have told you at some point, but I didn’t want you to feel you were beholden to me. The three of you are the family I never had, and that’s what I was afraid of losing.’


    ‘Carole, that will never happen you’re the one who saved me from myself, you gave me the confidence to get on with my life, and that is something I will be forever thankful for, Carole. You are a mother to me and Rosa and a grandmother to Nicky. We will never go out of your life, not even when you want us to.


    ‘That won’t ever happen Riley, and by the way, you did say I was a very young grandmother didn’t you?’


    ‘Not just young, Carole, but a very glamorous one too. Now come on, enough of all this, Divine Day’s about to start the show.’


    ‘I love you Carole, and I love you too Riley. Every day I thank God that you came into my life.’


    The show, Collette, was out of this world. Divine had flown in her band and dancers and it lasted for over an hour. She had three costume changes. She looked fantastic and sang brilliantly, the crowd were on their feet singing along with all her hits, it was just magical. At the end she thanked everyone for their donations to the hospice, and even though she travels the world and stays in all the top hotels, she still considers Tenerife to be her home. Once the show was over the dancing started. It went on until three thirty in the morning; the atmosphere was electric. My feet were killing me but there was no way I was going to stop dancing. Nights like this only come along once in a lifetime.


    I did have a magic moment. I’d been to the toilet and was walking back to the dance floor; suddenly I just stopped and looked around. I could see Barbara and Hamilton dancing and laughing together, both now so content with their lives. Felicity and David; she looked so different, and so happy. They were brother and sister again with a great love for each other. There was Rosa and Riley so much in love and with so many more years ahead of them. Victoria and her father, who looked so proud, all the bitterness and sadness had gone, and more importantly it was forgotten. Peter and Paul were dancing with Charlotte and her mum, or should I say they were dancing wherever the cameras were pointing. They don’t change, and I wouldn’t want them to as life would be so boring without these dramas, and finally there were Nadean and Steve with so many years to catch up, so many wasted years. They might never become lovers but they have something more important. They have closure, the biggest void in their lives has now been filled, and after all these years they can finally move on, whether separately or together. Collette, I feel so good that I’ve done something to make a difference in their lives and hopefully changed things for the better.


    ‘Carole, would you like to dance? I’m probably the last person in the room you would even want to talk to let alone dance with, but I’ve been watching you looking at all your friends on the dance floor, and all of a sudden everything fell into place, in one way or another you’ve changed a part of their lives forever. I always thought you were a busy body and ever since you first moved here you’ve kept me on my toes and in my case very deservedly. My wife is different now, but not in a bad way; she’s so happy having David back in her life, and that’s something she’s wanted for so many years. She hasn’t forgiven me for my secret and it’s never talked about, but in a way knowing she knows helps, I don’t feel the guilt any more, which is wrong in your book, Carole, I know, but like all your other friends I also have something to thank you for. You’re not a busybody but a woman who cares about her friends. There should be far more people in the world like you, and far less people like me, then the world would certainly be a much better place to live in. I know we will never become close friends Carole, but I hope over the years we will get to a point where we can tolerate each other.’


    ‘Jeremy, just to see Felicity enjoying life is more than enough for me to put up with you, and as for my friends, I’ve done nothing but point them in the right direction, they’ve done the rest for themselves. What direction you go in, Jeremy, is entirely up to you, but I can guarantee this busybody will know which direction you take. Sorry, but I think I’ve danced too much, I need to sit down. Goodnight, Jeremy.’


    Collette, I don’t think he’ll even blow his nose until I’m way out of sight let alone do anything else, do you? Tonight was the biggest night of the year, and for some people the start of some very happy times ahead. I left my husband, my uncle died, I moved here and suddenly gained this big family; I’m so happy, I’m the luckiest person in the world, what more could I ask for, Collette?’


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


    Good evening Collette, I’ve not written for quite a few days. I’ve been recovering from the ball, everything has gone very flat here at the moment. Peter and Paul haven’t stopped eating; I think they’re eating all the meals they missed when they were on their detox diet. Everyone else is going around as normal; it’s just like we’ve all had this wonderful dream and now we’ve all woken up, a bit like Cinderella after the clock struck midnight. The only excitement was when the magazine came out and we were all in it, that is, all except Jeremy, which is quite nice really, none of our names are mentioned except Victoria’s, and she does look stunning, both in the photos of her modelling and the ones of her on the dance floor. P and P managed to get into five but only in the background. Barbara told them that was a good thing really because it didn’t show off their bellies which didn’t go down very well with them, as you can imagine. There was a lovely one of Felicity and David stood next to Rosa and Riley and Nadean and Steve, the caption underneath said three couples enjoying the occasion; Felicity was so happy with it she’s contacted the magazine to see if she could get a copy of the original. She would be so upset that Jeremy wasn’t in it at one time, but now she couldn’t care less, I’m so happy for her.


    Well Collette, I need to get into gear. Barbara and I are off to Gran Canaria tomorrow as they’re starting on the water main repairs the day after; I said I would help Barbara in the estate agents just to pass the time. We’ll have a laugh and it’s nice to go out to dinner every night. I have a couple of books to read plus Barbara has said she’d like me to get involved with the filing, Apparently there are files that should have been sorted years ago, but no one ever gets around to it. The days will pass quite quickly and at least we won’t be sat here without water. So I’ll fill you in when I get back.


    ‘Carole, why don’t you have a day on the beach, or go out on a trip for the day. You’ve done far more than was needed to be done; you haven’t stopped for four days.’


    ‘When they come back, Barbara, they won’t be able to find a thing. Well that serves them right for not doing their filing correctly, at least now everything’s in order. I reckon that’s why they’ve gone away, just so we would come and get things organised. OK, Barbara, I’ll go somewhere tomorrow just to shut you up.’


    When I woke the next morning Barbara had already gone. It was quite late and I’d missed breakfast. I showered and put on a dress instead of my normal skirt and top. I don’t know why but I felt different today, I felt free somehow, carefree, unburdened, rejuvenated. I walked to the bus station and said to myself that the first bus that comes along I’m going to get on, I don’t care where it’s going, it’ll be like a mystery tour. There was a bus just pulling away so I sat on the seat in the bus station. About ten minutes later a bus arrived, I didn’t look at the destination but there were lots of families getting on with beach things, so I guessed it was going somewhere by the sea. On I got and paid to go all the way and decided to get off when I saw a beach.


    The next thing I remember was the bus stopping. I recognised the place, it was Puerto Rico; I wasn’t getting on that boat to go to the flower island because I didn’t want to. That day was the best day of my life and I didn’t want to spoil the memories, I could never recapture the feeling I had then, but I never wanted to even try. I would spend my day on the beach then catch the bus back and meet Barbara as she closes the office up. The beach was packed with children everywhere, I should never have come, I’m not going to go the flower island, but what harm will it do? As I got off the boat, the smell of the flowers hit me, I felt like it was the same day. I had the same feelings I did the morning I arrived here before. Carole, you need to sit down, you’ve got yourself in a right state, just have a coffee and something to eat then you’ll feel much better.


    ‘Good day madam, what can I get you?’


    ‘Oh, a coffee and a pastry please. Oh and a glass of red wine, thank you.’


    I seem like I’ve sat here for ages. Pull yourself together and go for a walk, you’ll feel better afterwards. Shit, I should have gone the other way, now I’m just trying to recreate the walk we took on that special day, but I don’t know why I’m even doing it. There are the steps to the beach in front of me, there’s no one on the beach, such a beautiful cove, so private, not even a footprint on the sand. I’ll just go and sit on the sand and read my book. It’ll take my mind off it, I’ll escape into the book. I have escaped but not into the book. I’ve gone back to that day. I can feel Robson’s hands on me. I can feel him inside of me, this was such a mistake coming back here, I’m going back. It’s ruined now, spoiled, all the memories of that day, I’ve got myself into a right state.


    Just as I’m trying to get back up the steps, someone’s started to come down. I’ll have to wait, there’s only room for one, pull yourself together and stop crying, Carole.


    ‘Hello Carole, I’ve missed you, I hoped you would come back some day.’ It was Robson.
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