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      Eight weeks after the accident, Ella’s life took an interesting turn. It all started with a phone call from Lucille, her late mother’s best friend.

      Ella was still recovering from a fracture. She had fallen from a ladder while putting the final touches to an eight-foot mural in one of Killarney’s biggest hotels. It was a huge seascape with many details, especially of birds and clouds that were tricky to paint. She had concentrated so hard on getting it right that she hadn’t paid attention, even when the rickety ladder started to wobble. Before she could do anything to save herself, she had crashed to the ground and been unable to move until the ambulance arrived taking her to hospital. That had been two months ago. Now she was sitting on the terrace of her cottage in Sandy Cove, looking out over the ocean, the early morning sun casting a golden glow on the glittering sea. She could see a small fishing boat with a red hull approaching the harbour and wondered what kind of catch they were bringing in. Had the nets been full of hake and cod, ready for the market? Or maybe they had caught some monkfish as well, which might be on the menu at the little seafood restaurant in the village that evening. She thought longingly of a night out there with friends when her phone rang.

      Startled out of her musings, she picked it up. ‘Hello?’ she said, her voice a little faint.

      ‘Hello, Ella,’ Lucille said. ‘How are you?’

      The familiar voice made Ella sit up. Lucille called Ella occasionally but they hadn’t been in touch much lately. ‘Hello, Lucille,’ she said. ‘How nice to hear from you.’

      ‘Sorry for not calling sooner,’ Lucille said. ‘But I’ve been a little busy. And I didn’t want to disturb you while you were recovering. But I hope you’re beginning to feel better by now?’

      ‘Yes. I’m making fairly good progress,’ Ella said. ‘I’ll be off the crutches in a week or two. How about you? Are you well?’

      ‘No. Getting worse,’ Lucille said darkly. ‘I can’t hack this living on my own much longer. It’s very boring.’

      ‘I know,’ Ella said, feeling sorry for Lucille. She and Ella’s mother Rose had lived together in Lucille’s huge Georgian mansion in Tipperary for over five years. When Rose had sadly passed away two years ago she’d left Lucille to live on her own. It had to be very hard to get used to being all alone after so long. ‘You must miss Mum very much.’

      ‘Yes, I do. Terribly. Nobody to argue with and no more giggles.’

      ‘You and Mum were such close friends,’ Ella said. ‘Closer than anyone I know. It doesn’t surprise me that it’s taking some getting used to.’

      ‘Yes.’ Lucille sighed. ‘That’s why I’m calling you. Just for a little chat, really. And a suggestion. Do you have time to listen?’

      ‘Of course,’ Ella said. ‘Go ahead,’ she continued, her heart going out to Lucille as she heard the sadness in her voice.

      Poor thing, she must be so sad and lonely, Ella thought. Lucille and Rose had both been widows when they’d moved in together. They had been friends since childhood but had lost touch when they both graduated. But they had met up again at a class reunion over five years ago and had rekindled their friendship. Lucille had lost her husband fifteen years earlier and Rose had just become a widow after the death of Manfred, Ella’s father, and was trying to cope with her loss.

      Fed up with living alone, Lucille had suggested that Rose move in with her, which had been a huge relief to Ella, who, as an only child, was the sole carer for her mother at the time. With Lucille as companion, Rose was no longer on her own and the two women cared for and supported each other, which gave Ella the freedom she craved as an artist. She had moved into the cottage in Kerry she had just bought, where she was inspired by the stunning scenery of the sea and mountains. It also allowed her to travel to Paris when she wanted, where her paintings were often exhibited and sold to lovers of dramatic seascapes. Her other career as the illustrator of children’s books also took off as the little village and its surroundings gave her the peace she needed for her work. It was the perfect guilt-free resolution for her, to see her mother living with Lucille.

      Lucille and Rose were happy together for around five years and rural life in Tipperary seemed to suit Rose, who loved animals and gardening. They had three dogs, two cats and a flock of hens. Ella would visit and would always be pleased to see her mother enjoying life again after the death of her husband. It all seemed so perfect and peaceful that Ella began to believe this would last, if not forever, for a long time to come anyway. But then, just as Ella was about to travel to Paris for an exhibition of her paintings, she got the news that Rose had died suddenly.

      ‘Heart attack,’ Lucille had told Ella on the phone through tears. ‘So sorry, darling.’

      ‘Oh no,’ Ella whispered, her eyes welling up with tears.

      ‘She didn’t suffer,’ Lucille said in a soothing tone. ‘And you know, at our age, that’s a blessing.’

      ‘It’s not a blessing for me,’ Ella said and started to cry. ‘I can’t believe she’s gone, Lucille. Oh God, this is such a shock.’ Unable to say anything else, Ella had hung up. She had cried uncontrollably as it sank in that she would never see her mother again, never hear her voice or feel her arms around her. This was a terrible grief on top of everything else that had happened to her. Ella knew she would always miss her mother no matter how much time had passed. But deep down, she knew Lucille was right. Her mother would have hated to be a burden on anyone.

      In the days that followed the news, Ella had remembered a saying of her mother’s: ‘I don’t mind dying, but I don’t want to be half-dead.’ She knew her mother didn’t want to be frail and dependent, that she’d want Ella to look on the bright side, as she always had. And when she spoke to Lucille about the funeral, Lucille agreed.

      ‘She’s in a better place now,’ Lucille said. ‘A much happier place, with your dad.’

      ‘That’s a nice thought, of course,’ Ella said. ‘But I hoped she might hang around a little longer.’

      ‘She hadn’t been that well lately,’ Lucille said. ‘She was very tired and our doctor thought she should go to see a specialist. But it was too late.’ Lucille sighed. ‘I’m rather cross with her, to tell you the truth. She left just like that, without saying goodbye.’

      ‘I’m so sorry for you,’ Ella said, holding back her tears, realising that Lucille was just as devastated to lose her friend.

      ‘There’s nobody like Rose,’ Lucille said with feeling.

      ‘But you have a family,’ Ella said, trying to console Lucille despite her own grief.

      ‘I suppose,’ Lucille said, sounding as if her family wouldn’t offer her much comfort.

      Ella had often seen the two sons when she was at the house for weekend visits, and she hadn’t taken to the older one at all. But Rory, the younger of the two, had been more her type, despite his hot temper. He had always been ready to argue with Ella on any topic under the sun, which she had secretly enjoyed as their repartee was often just for fun. But she forgot about them while she and Lucille planned Rose’s funeral, which, with Lucille’s help, was beautiful but incredibly sad.

      Now two years had passed, and Ella was recovering from something very different.

      She’d fallen quite suddenly, and had been lucky that her injuries weren’t worse. After a week in hospital, she had spent two months in bed, as her doctor had ordered complete bed rest so, with the help of friends and neighbours, managed to survive the first horrible weeks. She had improved physically but not mentally. The memory of hitting the tiled floor in the hotel where she was painting the mural was still fresh in her mind, giving her nightmares and flashes of anxiety.

      ‘So you’re getting around now?’ Lucille asked.

      ‘On crutches, but yes, I’m feeling nearly human. I’m still quite weak, though, which is frustrating.’

      ‘You’re having physiotherapy?’ Lucille asked.

      ‘Yes, and it’s excruciating. But my physio says that two months in bed has atrophied my muscles and I need to work hard to get my strength back. You have no idea how broken I’ve felt.’

      ‘Is anyone looking after you at home?’ Lucille wanted to know.

      ‘Nobody is living here, but there’s a whole gang of friends in the village taking turns to help out. My lovely Dutch neighbour is on standby if I should take a turn during the night. It’s like having an army of nurses at my beck and call.’

      ‘Is that good or bad?’ Lucille asked.

      ‘Uh… a bit of both, to be honest,’ Ella said, amused by how astute Lucille was. ‘There’s always someone walking into the house looking at me as if I’m completely helpless.’ Ella looked at her breakfast of bacon, eggs, soda bread, a bowl of chopped fruit and another with porridge. ‘And they’re feeding me like a battery hen. I’ll be as big as a house if I eat everything they give me. Honestly,’ Ella muttered into the phone, ‘it’s getting on my nerves not to be able to manage on my own.’

      ‘How annoying,’ Lucille declared. ‘Especially for someone as independent as you. I know how you love your own space and being as free as a bird.’

      Ella sighed. ‘Exactly. Everyone hovering around like this is hard for me. I know they mean well, and I should be grateful, but…’

      ‘I know,’ Lucille said, her voice full of sympathy. ‘But you know what? I think you need someone to actually live with you. Someone you’re not afraid to tell off, who will do what you want but leaves you alone at the same time.’

      ‘Sounds great,’ Ella said with a wishful sigh. ‘But where will I find such a person?’

      ‘Right here,’ Lucille stated. ‘I’m coming down to Kerry to look after you.’

      ‘What?’ Ella asked, alarmed. Although she loved Lucille dearly, she was also rather eccentric – always up to something. ‘When?’

      ‘Right now,’ Lucille said. ‘I’ll be there tomorrow, so then you can call off the troops.’

      ‘But I…’ Ella protested. ‘I mean, I don’t think…’

      ‘No ifs or buts,’ Lucille said sternly. ‘I’m already packing. I know you have a guest room, and I’ll make my own bed and so on. I do have a little trouble getting upstairs, but I’ll manage.’

      ‘There’s a stairlift,’ Ella said, despite wanting to put Lucille off. ‘The one I put in for Mum. It came in handy after the accident but I was going to have it dismantled when I get back to normal.’

      ‘Perfect,’ Lucille chanted. ‘See you tomorrow, then,’ she said and hung up before Ella had a chance to say anything else.

      Ella groaned and put her phone on the table.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ someone said behind her.

      Ella turned and discovered her neighbour Saskia standing in the doorway with a teapot. ‘Nothing much, except I seem to have a new nurse coming to look after me. My mother’s friend Lucille.’

      Saskia put the teapot on the table and sat down on the chair next to Ella. ‘But isn’t that great?’

      ‘It would be if it weren’t an arthritic eighty-five-year-old woman with attitude.’

      ‘Oh,’ Saskia said. ‘That could be tricky.’

      ‘To put it mildly. She’s already busy packing her things, whatever those are.’

      ‘How is she getting here?’ Saskia asked, sweeping her mane of black hair out of her eyes.

      ‘She’s driving, God help us,’ Ella said with an exasperated sigh. ‘She has this old Volvo estate that she drives all over the country to visit people. Don’t know how she manages to pass the medical tests, but she does.’

      ‘She must be in good nick then,’ Saskia remarked, lifting the teapot. ‘More tea?’

      ‘No thanks,’ Ella said, pushing away her plate. ‘And thanks for the huge breakfast, but it was a little too much for me.’

      ‘Yes, it would be for someone whose breakfast usually consists of black coffee and a croissant,’ Saskia said with a touch of scorn in her voice. ‘You picked up some bad habits in France.’

      ‘Oh, I know. But at least I don’t smoke a Gauloises first thing, like my ex-husband,’ Ella said, with a pang of nostalgia as she remembered those three tempestuous years of marriage in Paris with Jean-Paul. ‘But I liked the smell of them, I have to admit. Even now if ever anyone smokes one of those, it takes me right back to Paris, if you know what I mean.’

      Saskia nodded. ‘I know what you mean about certain smells. It can be like a time machine. If I smell pickled herring, I’m back in Holland eating maatjes in springtime when I was young. My ex used to love them. But that was a long time ago.’

      ‘Do you think you might start dating again if you meet someone you fancy?’ Ella asked.

      Saskia waved her hand. ‘No, I don’t think I will. I like my peaceful life.’

      ‘I don’t,’ Ella said with an impatient sigh. ‘I can’t wait to be mobile again so I can get back to painting. And I wouldn’t mind meeting a dishy man with whom I can be desperately unhappy.’

      ‘You have to try to find someone who’s nice,’ Saskia remarked.

      ‘Nice men are less interesting.’

      ‘But more loyal. Why don’t you try to eat more?’

      Ella looked apologetically at Saskia. ‘I managed to finish the porridge, but the eggs and bacon were too much for me. Sorcha doesn’t give me such a big breakfast.’

      ‘I got the morning shift today,’ Saskia said as if she had drawn the shortest straw.

      Ella let out a laugh. ‘You two took this on as some kind of mission. With Brian as a backup.’

      ‘Brian is a nice man,’ Saskia remarked. ‘And single,’ she added, waggling her black eyebrows.

      ‘I wouldn’t inflict myself on him. I’m sure our local vet has more important concerns than looking after me. You have all been so amazingly kind,’ Ella added. ‘This way I can recuperate at home and don’t need to be in a hospital, which would have been awful.’

      ‘Well, this is what we do around here,’ Saskia stated. ‘I have to say I like it. In my country, you would still have been in hospital. Dutch people aren’t as helpful and kind as in this part of the world.’

      ‘It’s unique to this village,’ Ella agreed.

      ‘That’s true,’ Saskia said. ‘I hope my new neighbours will be as helpful.’

      ‘You have new neighbours?’ Ella asked, sitting up.

      Saskia nodded. ‘Yes. Jason is letting his house for the summer. He and Lydia are moving in together now that Lydia’s daughter has finished school and is going abroad for a gap year before she starts university.’

      ‘Oh. I missed this news. I’m glad Jason and Lydia are finally going to live together. They were dithering about it long enough.’ It was true. Jason and Lydia’s love story was well known in the village. Lydia had arrived at the little coastguard station and moved into the cottage she had inherited from her great aunt two years ago after the death of her husband. Jason had helped and supported her through the first hard year and they had fallen in love but had been living in separate houses until now.

      ‘Oh yes, me too. They seem very happy to be together at last.’

      ‘Who’s the new neighbour then?’

      ‘I haven’t met them yet. But I plan to knock on their door once they’re settled and introduce myself,’ Saskia declared. ‘And once you’re a bit more mobile, I’ll do a coffee morning for them or something and we’ll all get to know each other.’

      ‘I’ll be more mobile very soon,’ Ella promised. ‘I know it’s been hard work to look after me. Especially the first few weeks.’

      ‘It hasn’t been too bad,’ Saskia said. ‘Except that you’ve been a little bit cranky at times. Understandable but from this end, it can be irritating.’

      ‘I know,’ Ella said, feeling a dart of guilt. ‘I’m sorry about that.’

      ‘Oh, that’s okay,’ Saskia soothed. ‘Now that your mother’s friend is coming, we can relax a bit.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be too sure,’ Ella muttered. ‘She might cause more trouble than we think.’

      ‘At her age? Would she have the energy?’

      ‘You don’t know Lucille,’ Ella said.

      Saskia laughed and started to clear the table. ‘I’m dying to meet her.’

      ‘You won’t have to wait long,’ Ella said, thinking of the conversation with Lucille. She suddenly felt puzzled at Lucille’s sudden decision to take off from the house that she loved so much. Was it simply loneliness? Or something to do with her two sons? Some kind of family row? Ella thought of the sons and how they hadn’t been very supportive about her mother moving in. Martin, the elder, had been stiffly polite to her on many occasions. He seemed suspicious of both her and her mother, and Ella had wondered if it had to do with the size of Lucille’s house with several hundred acres attached and possibly quite a lot of money in the bank. And what about Rory? Good-looking, but moody, she had thought when they first met. There was a touch of resentment behind his teasing Ella all the time. Or maybe he was jealous? Ella had been quite puzzled by his behaviour towards her when they often clashed and sniped at each other. And now Lucille was coming here to look after Ella. What would her sons think of that?

      ‘I’ll put these in the dishwasher before I leave,’ Saskia said as she started to walk into the house with the remains of Ella’s breakfast.

      ‘Thanks,’ Ella said and heaved herself up with the help of the crutches. ‘I’ll go and do my physio exercises and then I’ll do some sketching for the new children’s book I’ve been commissioned to illustrate. Lovely story about a little girl who meets a lost bear in the forest and she helps him find his way home. There are a lot of wild animals in the forest that the little girl makes friends with. And then she discovers how climate change is threatening their habitat. It’s meant to teach kids how they can do little things to contribute to saving the planet. Beautifully told, I have to say.’

      ‘Sounds lovely,’ Saskia agreed over her shoulder and then disappeared indoors.

      ‘Yes,’ Ella said to herself when she was alone again. ‘It’s a lovely story. But how will I draw it so it appeals to children?’

      Ella adored children and the fact that she hadn’t been able to have any was the greatest sorrow of her life. She had always dreamed of having a family, but that dream had been dashed when during her marriage she’d endured several miscarriages. The road she had taken to try to build a family had been painful and eventually she had given up. It was all just too hard on her. And her marriage, which had been a last-ditch attempt at building a family. She and Jean-Paul had finally divorced as a result of their failure to conceive. That was five years ago, which seemed like only yesterday sometimes.

      After the divorce, she had directed all of her energy into her art and her illustrations. Painting had been her first love and she had carved out a successful career in France as her paintings sold well there. Illustration had been just a sideline until now, when she found herself unable to stand at an easel for long. The children’s books she had worked on before had been easy, requiring quite traditional artwork, but this one was special as it would convey an important message and teach children about the importance of protecting the environment. It was quite a challenge and one she wasn’t sure she could meet in her weakened state.

      Ella had found that her mental energy had suffered as a result of her accident and she didn’t feel the usual enthusiasm for her commission. But she had to try; her contract demanded it and she needed the income as her painting work had stalled – she wouldn’t be paid for the mural in the hotel in Killarney until she finished it. But how could she? The thought of getting on that ladder again made her feel sick with fear. The trauma of the accident, the pain and the horrible sensation of her body being broken were still so vivid. She would probably never recover from that. Someone else would have to finish the mural, someone with more courage than her, and perhaps better balance.

      Ella decided to forget about the mural and her painting for the moment and concentrate on her recovery and the project she had just embarked on. And now Lucille… Would her arrival bring fresh problems? Ella felt a shiver of premonition as she gazed towards the horizon and a mass of dark clouds approaching. It looked as if stormy weather was heading her way. But she was used to that. Stormy weather – in one way or another – had always been looming in Ella’s life from a very young age.
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      After a restless night, Ella woke just before sunrise. She had dreamed about going to a concert, but now she was still hearing music. Was she still dreaming? No, she could hear it clearly and it was coming from the open window. Beautiful, gentle piano music. She sat up and grabbed her crutches and limped to the window, leaning out. The sky was still dark in the west, but there was a strip of pink over the mountains in the east. A lone star shone over the bay and a soft breeze brought with it a salty tang from the sea. The piano music continued, and Ella realised it came from the house next door to Saskia’s, where the French doors of the sunroom were wide open. She listened intently to the beautiful melody that made her think of the sun rippling on water on a summer’s day, or a gentle breeze in the mountains.

      Who was playing this heavenly music? Did it come from someone’s radio? Or from Saskia’s new neighbours? But there was no piano in Jason’s house. Maybe it had come from somewhere else? But all the windows of the other houses in the coastguard station were closed, the curtains drawn. The music ended on a low note, the sound still resonating in the air as if riding on the first rays of the rising sun. Ella stood there, wondering if it had been a figment of her imagination in the wisps of the dream that still echoed softly through her mind. If it was a dream, she wanted it to continue.

      Ella closed the window and went back to bed, yawning. The music had made her feel so relaxed and she felt like going back to sleep. She got back into bed and pulled the duvet over her. She needed to rest if she was to cope with the whirlwind that Lucille’s arrival would cause. She had an eerie feeling that this quiet time was coming to an end.

      But had her life ever really been quiet? The only daughter of a German professor of economics and an Irish teacher of history and English – who both worked at various European universities – Ella had grown up living in several different countries. She had had to change schools often, which hadn’t been easy for a girl with a rebellious nature who didn’t adapt easily to change. It had eventually resulted in her parents sending her to boarding school in both Ireland and England, ending with a short, disastrous stint at a finishing school in Switzerland, where she was supposed to become ‘more polished and accomplished’, as her grandmother had put it. Ella wasn’t the academic type, much to the chagrin of her parents, turning instead to art in all its forms. When her parents finally gave in and agreed for her to go to the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris, Ella was over the moon. Once there, she knew she had found what she was meant to do, painting in oil being her favourite among all the different courses. She truly thrived in this world of art and completed her degree with flying colours.

      If only she could have had the same luck in love, she often mused, as one relationship after another crashed and burned. Was it her fault? she often wondered and later came to the conclusion that it was her attraction to difficult, contrary men that was the source of the problem. Several disastrous relationships and a failed marriage later, she was, at the age of forty-six, now nearly resigned to a life on her own, which was perhaps lonely but a lot less stressful. Maybe, one day, she would find a mild-mannered, kind man to grow old with. But it didn’t seem very likely.

      Despite the lack of romance in her life, Ella was happy in the house she had bought, just after the divorce. It was at the end of a row of four cottages, which had been the coastguard station in the early nineteenth century. They all had the same layout: a porch and hall leading into a spacious kitchen that overlooked the front of the house with a view of the mountains. Then the staircase to the upper floor and a short corridor that led to the living-dining room at the back, and a sunroom that opened up to a small back garden that had breathtaking views of the bay and the ocean beyond.

      Ella had been wowed by the view and not worried too much about the derelict state of the house, which she had quickly renovated. The walls had been replastered and painted, hardwood floors had been laid throughout and the two bedrooms upstairs redecorated. The wall of the tiny bathroom had been knocked down to incorporate the small boxroom, which resulted in a spa-like place with both a power shower and a jacuzzi bath. Ella had been overjoyed with the result, even though it had cost most of her savings. But, after her divorce, she was eager to turn the page and start a new life on her own in this little village on the south-west coast of Ireland.

      When, shortly after her arrival, the other cottages in the row had been sold and done up, she found herself with three new neighbours, all artists who had been equally inspired by the beautiful setting of the old coastguard station. Her new life had got off to a good start.

      As she sat up in bed, looking out at the window, the music having stopped, she felt at peace, despite the ache in her lower back.
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      The feeling of peace stayed with her all through the morning. Until she heard the tooting outside.

      Ella, who had made her way to the front door on her crutches, peered out. ‘Lucille,’ she exclaimed. ‘You’re here already! You must have got up very early.’

      Lucille, dressed in a blue silk tunic, white trousers and pink trainers, kissed Ella on both cheeks. Her white curls were blowing in the wind. ‘Not at all, darling,’ she replied. ‘I was up at eight, which is late for me. And then I got going from Tipperary at around ten or so. I stopped in Adare on the way for a loo break and a cup of coffee at the Manor and then continued on. Nice trip, but the roads are in a shocking state in some places. Must complain to the County Council when I get a chance.’ She stopped and looked at Ella. ‘How are you? You look a little peaky, I have to say. Horrible accident, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Yes,’ Ella agreed. ‘Awful. But I’ll be off these things soon if I work hard. It’s a bit of a nuisance having to ask people for help all the time.’ She couldn’t help smiling at Lucille, who looked amazingly elegant, her white hair cut in a chin-length layered style and her face discreetly made up. Her peachy complexion only had a few wrinkles, mostly around her blue eyes, more like laughter lines. There was just a hint of Chanel No. 5 wafting from her clothes, which added to her polished appearance.

      ‘But now I’m here, so you don’t have to ask anyone for help,’ Lucille announced. ‘I’m so happy to see you.’

      ‘Me too. You look wonderful.’ Ella smiled and backed into the hall, still slightly shell-shocked. Lucille’s arrival felt like being hit by an avalanche. How was she going to cope with Lucille’s energy? But seeing her again also brought back fond memories of Ella’s mother, which was a huge comfort to her in her weakened state. ‘Come in,’ Ella said. ‘Do you want to unload the car now or wait for a while and have some lunch?’

      ‘I’ll do it in stages,’ Lucille said and grabbed her Dior handbag from the front seat. ‘I’ll come in and look around for a bit. Maybe try the stairlift and see the bedroom too.’

      ‘That’s fine. You can go up there now, if you want and then we can eat. One of my lovely neighbours made a salad and laid the table on the terrace, as the weather is still so nice.’

      ‘Perfect,’ Lucille cooed, continuing to the bottom of the stairs and sitting down on the seat of the stairlift. ‘This is nice. I should have put one into my house in Tipp. How does it work?’

      ‘You push the button that says “start”,’ Ella replied. ‘But put on the seatbelt first in case you get a little wobbly.’

      ‘No need,’ Lucille said and pushed the start button. The seat moved slowly along the rail and up the stairs. Lucille laughed as she was going up. ‘This is great,’ she shouted down at Ella. ‘Better than the funfair in Tramore.’ The stairlift stopped and Ella could hear Lucille walk on the upstairs landing. ‘The bathroom is a bit small,’ she shouted. ‘And this shower looks dangerous.’

      ‘It’s a power shower,’ Ella shouted back. ‘Great for relaxing my muscles. Takes a bit of getting used to, though.’

      ‘Okay,’ Lucille said as she seemed to walk back onto the landing, opening doors as she went. ‘The front bedroom would be mine, is that it?’

      ‘Yes,’ Ella called. ‘Hope you like it. My friend Saskia made the bed.’

      ‘I could have done that myself,’ Lucille said. ‘The bed looks comfortable, but the wardrobe is a bit small for all my things. I’ll try to squeeze it all in somehow.’

      ‘How much did you bring?’ Ella asked, trying not to laugh, wondering how long Lucille had planned to stay.

      ‘Everything important,’ Lucille said from above. ‘Coming down again,’ she announced and before Ella knew what to say, Lucille glided down to the hall and came to a stop, smiling broadly. ‘Whoa, I think I’ll like this way of travelling.’

      ‘I’m looking forward to being able to run up the stairs like I used to,’ Ella replied.

      Lucille got up from the seat. ‘Ah, but you’re young. Your body will repair itself. Mine is in a permanent decline. Old age is not for sissies, as Bette Davis used to say.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘An old movie star from the Forties. When they were real stars and not ordinary like now.’ Lucille walked into the living room.

      ‘Ordinary?’ Ella followed Lucille on her crutches. ‘I don’t think Scarlett Johansson or Charlize Theron are what one would describe as ordinary.’

      Lucille looked around the large living room. ‘Of course they are,’ she said, gazing absentmindedly at a painting on the wall. ‘We know all about their private lives. In the old days, stars had a certain mystery. That’s all gone now. Even royalty share the details of their private lives in the media. It’s so disappointing to find that they’re just like anyone else.’ She pointed at the painting. ‘I like that. One of yours?’

      ‘Yes,’ Ella said, looking up at the abstract consisting of elliptical shapes in strong colours against a pale blue background. ‘I did that one when I had just arrived here. After the divorce and Mum moving in with you. Everything was a bit confused then for me. Feelings, memories, all mixed up together.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Lucille said. ‘It looks like all the anger and sadness floating up into the universe.’

      ‘Exactly. You’re very astute.’

      ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ Lucille said. ‘I’ve lived a very long time. Seen and done so much all through the years. And now I want to put all that behind me and have fun.’

      ‘Sounds great,’ Ella said with a laugh. Lucille’s take on life had always delighted her. She began to realise that Lucille’s motives for moving in had a lot to do with her own loneliness as well as wanting to look after Ella. ‘Let’s have lunch,’ she suggested. ‘Go through to the sunroom and try not to trip over anything. It’s my studio, so it’s in a bit of disarray. I haven’t been able to tidy up or do any painting since the accident.’

      ‘You’ll get back to it very soon,’ Lucille declared and walked ahead into the sunroom, glancing around at the stacks of canvases against the wall, the large unfinished seascape on the easel, the table littered with tubes of paint and brushes, and the paint stains on the floor. ‘I’ll sort this out,’ she muttered before she opened the glass door and stepped out into the sunshine on the terrace, where Saskia had laid out lunch on the table under the large striped umbrella. ‘How glorious,’ Lucille exclaimed, taking in the amazing views of the coastline and the deep blue ocean. ‘You’d think we were in the South of France.’

      ‘Until it starts to rain,’ Ella added, sitting down on the chair Lucille pulled out for her. ‘And it’s hot now, but the evenings can be chilly, even in the middle of summer.’

      ‘Oh well, you can’t have everything,’ Lucille said as she settled on the chair opposite Ella. She pushed the salad bowl across the table. ‘Go on. Get some food into that skinny body.’ She picked a slice of soda bread from the basket and spread a generous amount of butter on it and handed it to Ella.

      ‘Thanks.’ Ella helped herself to the salad and then took a few slices of ham and cold chicken from a selection of cold meats on a platter. ‘I haven’t had much of an appetite since the accident, but I’m suddenly hungry.’

      ‘It’s the fresh air,’ Lucille said as she served herself cold chicken and salad. ‘And the company. And not having anyone breathing down your neck, I’d say.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Ella said, smiling. ‘So what did you do with the house? Did you let it?’

      ‘No. I’m going to sell it,’ Lucille declared. ‘I’ve had enough of that place.’

      ‘What? But you’ve been living there over fifty years.’ Ella was surprised by Lucille’s news.

      ‘Well, isn’t that long enough?’ Lucille asked. ‘I loved it when my husband was alive and when we had a family. But now he’s been gone over fifteen years, my children have grown up and left, and most of my friends are dead. Your mum made that place special and I realise I don’t want to be there without her. Rose left us two years ago, but it feels like yesterday. The house is so empty without her. I don’t want to live in a mausoleum for the rest of my life. I want to do something fun and different, live somewhere with a bit of a buzz.’

      ‘Oh,’ Ella said, startled by the passion in Lucille’s voice, her pink cheeks and the spark in her eyes. This woman was eighty-five years old but still wanted to live, to experience new things, to have fun and meet people. ‘Amazing,’ she said. Ella was only now coming to terms with her own grief and had managed to put it behind her, but Lucille was still sad. That old house held so many memories – it wasn’t so strange she would want to leave.

      ‘What’s amazing?’ Lucille asked, looking sternly at Ella. ‘That I haven’t given up on life? That I’m not sitting in a rocking chair knitting sweaters for my grandchildren? I don’t even know how to knit and my grandchildren wear strange clothes called hoodies and jeans with holes in them. You know, Ella, growing old is only physical. I’m still the same woman who kicked her legs in those numbers in the dance company I was in. I might not be able to kick as high, but I do remember the steps.’ She drew breath and drank some water, looking defiantly at Ella. ‘I need to keep my brain alive and moving and changing my environment is a good way to keep the mind active.’

      ‘I love that fire in your eyes,’ Ella said after a moment’s silence. ‘I’d love to paint you looking just like that.’

      ‘You’re just trying to humour me,’ Lucille said. ‘You looked a little frightened there.’

      Ella laughed. ‘Yeah, it was a bit scary to see you looking like someone on a mission. But I agree with you. I think people tend to be very ageist and just see a number rather than the person.’

      Lucille nodded and sighed while she speared a lettuce leaf onto her fork. ‘They do. But it’s true that many older people have health problems and maybe even dementia. I’m very lucky, really. I have normal blood pressure without any medication. But then I also work very hard to stay healthy and active. It all works except for my knees, which are a bit creaky and painful at times. So that’s why I was so happy to find the stairlift.’

      ‘I’m glad you find it useful.’

      ‘It’s great.’ Lucille ate her lettuce and then concentrated on the rest of the food on her plate.

      ‘So tell me,’ Ella urged, when she had finished her salad. ‘What is the real reason you came here? I can’t imagine it’s because you want to look after me.’

      ‘I do,’ Lucille argued. ‘But that’s just part of my plan. I wanted to come to Kerry because my family had connections with this area and I want to see if I can find out more about them. I needed to get away from my children for a bit as well and told them a little fib so they’d leave me alone for the summer.’

      ‘What did you tell them?’

      ‘I said I was going on a cruise in the Mediterranean.’

      ‘What did they say?’

      Lucille snorted a laugh. ‘They believed me. At least Martin and his rather boring wife did. Rory was more difficult to convince. He knows I’d rather stick pins into my eyes than go on one of those things, but I told him I’ve changed my mind and decided to try it. Said I can always go home if I didn’t like it. He asked me to keep in touch and let him know how I was getting on, so I have to fake it somehow.’

      ‘How?’ Ella asked.

      Lucille shrugged. ‘I can always download some cruise photos from the internet and send them to him. I haven’t decided yet. I might just text him to say I’m so busy playing deck games and flirting with the captain that I haven’t time to take photos.’

      ‘And he’s going to believe that?’

      ‘No idea,’ Lucille said. ‘But what can he do? He won’t be able to find me here, will he? And then, in a little while, I’ll be selling the house. I’ll look for something smaller around here and before they can protest, it’ll be done and they won’t be able to stop me.’

      ‘Why would they?’ Ella asked, wondering what was going on with Lucille’s two sons. Were they worried she would spend their inheritance? It certainly sounded as if they were.

      ‘They think I should just descend into old age and keep living in that old house and not spend any money until I die. Especially Martin. I think it’s his wife who’s behind that. Rory is different. He tries to understand me, and sometimes he even succeeds.’

      ‘He’s your favourite?’ Ella asked. She had always thought so but she’d never asked Lucille directly.

      ‘Yes.’ Lucille smiled. ‘My baby boy. He isn’t married and has never really settled down. You’d think that at his age, he’d have a wife and a few children like his brother, but he never found anyone he liked enough to marry. He’s had a series of girlfriends, all lovely, but none of them stayed.’

      ‘How old is Rory?’ Ella asked, trying to remember.

      ‘Forty-eight. A year or two older than you but still a little boy at heart. He’s a lawyer by trade but now he’s working for the government. Department of Justice. At least that’s a good solid job with a pension.’

      ‘He’ll probably find someone one day,’ Ella suggested. ‘Some men take a long time to mature.’

      ‘Some men never mature at all,’ Lucille said. ‘But never mind them. I’ll have a lovely break here with you and then I’ll contact them and tell them I’m all right. When I’ve found my dream home that I’ll want to stay in for the rest of my life.’

      ‘Oh.’ Ella looked at Lucille and wondered how long it would take for her to find her dream home. ‘So you think you’ll want to live here? In the village somewhere?’

      Lucille nodded and drained her glass of water. ‘Yes. I heard you talk about this place when you came to visit Rose. And then…’ She stopped for a moment. ‘Like I told you, I found out that my family has roots here. But I don’t want to go into that right now.’

      ‘Why not?’ Ella asked. ‘It sounds really interesting.’

      ‘I’ll tell you when I know more. I’m doing some research right now.’

      ‘I see,’ Ella said. ‘So what’s your plan, then? What kind of place do you think you’d like?’

      ‘I think a small house would be lovely. Right in the middle of the action, so to speak.’

      ‘Action?’ Ella said, laughing. ‘I don’t think there is much here. This village is quite lively now, in the summer with all the visitors. But in the winter it’s really quiet. I usually pop over to Paris for a while then.’

      ‘Of course you do,’ Lucille agreed. ‘But at my age, just a trip to the shops followed by a coffee and a bun in some nice little café is enough excitement. And I’ll see if there’s a reading group at the library perhaps and maybe there are other groups, like gardening and some kind of walking group for people my age.’ She leaned forward and looked earnestly at Ella. ‘My big house in the country is in a remote area, as you know. It takes over half an hour to get to the nearest town for shopping and seeing my doctor or the dentist. Even though the countryside is very pretty, I was beginning to feel lonely now that Rose is gone. So I thought that if I could live in a village, near shops and all kinds of other services, and near people, I wouldn’t have to drive anywhere. I’d have everything on my doorstep. And then, when the weather is bad, I have my laptop.’

      ‘Your laptop?’ Ella said, intrigued. ‘What do you do with it?’

      ‘Lots of things,’ Lucille said, suddenly looking coy. ‘There’s a Facebook group or two I like to keep in touch with, and my Twitter and Instagram accounts. I have a lot of followers, you know,’ she said proudly.

      ‘How many?’ Ella asked, highly amused. How incredible that this older woman was surfing the internet as well as everything else.

      ‘Several hundred,’ Lucille said proudly. ‘And there are more every day.’

      ‘Wow, that’s amazing,’ Ella said, impressed, picking up her phone. ‘What name do you use?’

      ‘Oh, you wouldn’t find it very interesting,’ Lucille replied. ‘It’s for old people like me who don’t want to give up. Not for young things like you at all.’

      ‘I wouldn’t mind having a peek at what older people are saying,’ Ella said. ‘I find that very interesting, actually.’

      Lucille shook her head and smiled. ‘I don’t think you would. We talk about the time before you were born. The good old days when we were all young and wild. I did have a life before Johnny, you know,’ she added with a wink.

      ‘So Mum told me,’ Ella said. ‘You were a dancer and you even acted in a movie, she said.’

      ‘A tiny part,’ Lucille said. ‘I think I had three lines. Not something I could build a career on.’ Lucille smiled wistfully. ‘Those were the days, though. The Fifties and Sixties, I mean.’

      ‘That was a wonderful era,’ Ella agreed. ‘I wasn’t even born then, but I’ve seen photos and films. The music, the clothes, the fun you must have had. I wish I had been there.’

      ‘If you had you’d be a lot older by now,’ Ella said with a sigh. ‘But I’m so glad I was young then. And that I met Johnny and that we were so happy together. We had more than forty years of marriage living in a wonderful house until he died.’

      ‘So sad,’ Ella said, remembering the story of Johnny’s death. He was thrown off his horse and had died instantly.

      Lucille nodded. ‘Yes. Horrible thing to happen. I haven’t even been near a horse since then, which didn’t earn me any medals with the horsey set in Tipperary. But I didn’t care. I had to make sure my children had at least one parent. It felt like risking my life to go anywhere near one!’ Lucille stared out across the water. ‘And now I want to live in the now, in this moment with you looking out over the Atlantic Ocean.’

      ‘Yes,’ Ella said. ‘Me too.’

      Lucille regarded Ella. ‘Do you mind if I ask you to keep quiet about me being here? I mean, should my sons suspect that I’m not on a cruise after all.’

      ‘You mean if they should contact me and ask?’

      ‘Yes. Would you tell a lie for me?’

      Ella looked at Lucille and saw the fear in her eyes. The fear of being caught out and treated like an old, vulnerable person instead of the strong, brave woman she still was. ‘I would lie through my teeth for you,’ she declared.

      ‘Well, I simply meant to bend the truth a little,’ Lucille said. ‘Smoke and mirrors. That kind of thing.’

      ‘Whatever it takes,’ Ella said.

      Lucille smiled fondly. ‘That’s my girl.’

      Ella suddenly realised that, even though they weren’t related by blood, there was still something that connected them – their free spirits and rebellious natures. But Lucille’s sons were probably not as easy to fool as Lucille thought. What if they caught up with her? That could cause some problems and confrontations. But whatever happened, the summer stretching ahead seemed a lot more interesting now.
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