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			Chapter One


			Long Island, New York. July 2018


			‘You and Jack, I’m jealous. Hell, we’re all jealous.’


			Donna slapped the steering wheel of her old station wagon and looked at her friend. ‘Everybody wants a Jack.’


			Cora giggled, tilting her head so she could get the rush of cool air spewing from the dashboard vent.


			‘Jack’s a bit special all right. He’s back home next week, you and Chuck must come over.’


			‘Chuck can watch and learn.’


			Donna swung into Cora’s driveway.


			‘Ooh, you have a flower delivery, honey, no need to guess who from.’


			‘Stop it, Donna, now you’re sounding jealous for real,’ Cora said as she got out of the car.


			She picked up the bouquet of roses propped in the shade of the front porch. Donna, who was unloading framed paintings from the trunk to the garage, stopped what she was doing.


			‘Girl, you’re so lucky. My Chuck wouldn’t even think of picking a bunch of weeds from our backyard, his idea of a good time is sharing a plate of ribs and a few beers at Smokin’ Als.’


			‘Nothing wrong with that, I wish Jack was home more, it’s just me and my paint brushes most of the time.’


			‘You keep painting, some day we will all be even more jealous when you land a big exhibition downtown.’


			Cora guffawed loudly. ‘That’s never going to happen.’


			‘Keep doing what you do, sweetheart, your time will come.’ Donna reached over to smell the bouquet.


			‘Ugh, how did that get there?’ she said, jumping back quickly.


			Cora pulled a rose from the bunch and flicked off a spider.


			‘It’s only a spider. Chill.’


			‘You should complain. Are you sure he even ordered yellow roses?’ Donna asked.


			Cora unlocked the door and left the bouquet on the hall table.


			‘I know, something about yellow roses standing for a range of unlikeable qualities such as infidelity and jealousy. That’s old hat; these days, they say remember me.’


			‘I wouldn’t care what colour the flowers were if Chuck bothered his ass.’


			Tearing off some of the cellophane, Cora carefully selected five roses.


			‘Here, take these home, add some green foliage and you’ll have your own unique bouquet.’


			Donna gathered the five stems together.


			‘Are you sure, honey?’


			Cora nodded.


			‘You can route your flower delivery to me anytime,’ Donna laughed.


			‘Come in, we’ll have coffee.’


			Donna shook her head. ‘Chuck is going to the ball game and I have to pick up Jess from her play date. Don’t forget to lock up the garage, you don’t want anybody stealing your work.’


			Cora stood at the front door and waved as her friend reversed her car and drove down the street.


			Carrying the bunch of roses in one hand, she made her way to the kitchen.


			Placing the bouquet on the draining board, she snipped away the remainder of the cellophane before spreading the stems out. Reaching for the mallet she normally used to tenderise Jack’s steak before putting it on the grill, she bashed the stem ends until they cracked open. Jack liked to send flowers, so many flowers. Soon, they would celebrate ten years together; what would he do then, finally ask her to marry him? She didn’t much care either way, it had worked all these years, there was no need to change a thing. Carefully she arranged the blooms in the cut-glass vase. She read the card. ‘Thanks for all the wonderful years. Love, Jack.’


			Taking out her phone she snapped a photograph of the arrangement. ‘Just perfect. What a surprise. Thank you, see you soon. All my love, C. Xx’ she texted. Balancing the card between the stems of the half-open roses, she thought she should be more grateful, but she didn’t like roses. Jack didn’t know, because he never bothered to ask.


			The buzz of the doorbell pierced through the house. Thinking Donna must have forgotten something, she called out, ‘Come around back.’ When there was no answer, she picked up the vase and strolled to the hall. Swinging open the front door, she stepped back when she saw Jack’s boss, Mike Underwood.


			‘Mike, what are you doing here?’ Cora asked as she placed the vase on the glass table inside the door. His hands clasped in front of him, Mike Underwood hesitated. Nervous, Cora blabbed on.


			‘Jack sent flowers to remember the first day we met all those years ago.’


			She suddenly stopped, rubbing the palms of her hands on the back of her jeans. Slowly, she took in Underwood’s face, his pallor highlighted even more by the dark jacket he was wearing, the strange look, a mix of fear and sadness in his eyes.


			‘Why are you here? Is there something wrong?’


			Fear snaked through her, tightening across her chest. ‘Is it Jack? Tell me. What’s happened?’


			Clearing his throat, Mike put his hands out to Cora.


			‘Can I come in, Cora? I’m afraid I have bad news.’ Panic rose up through her. She felt the comfort of her world fade away.


			‘Something has happened to Jack, hasn’t it?’


			Slumping against the door jamb, she felt Mike grab her by the shoulders and attempt to steer her back inside. His touch made her flinch. She pulled away, stumbling against the glass table, making the vase wobble.


			‘Mike, please tell me.’ She bent over like she was going to throw up, but nothing came.


			He reached out to help her up, but she jerked her arm away. ‘Tell me now.’


			Mike moved closer, she could smell the tobacco on his breath from when he had dragged on a cigarette before walking up the drive to the house. ‘Jack has been in a car accident, Cora.’


			The washing machine in the basement pinged loudly to signal the end of the cycle; the cat on the inside sill of the front window stretched and yawned.


			‘He’s dead, isn’t he?’


			A woman passing on the sidewalk watched as Mike gently shut the front door, Cora beside him, her face crumpled in pain.


			‘I’m afraid he is, Cora.’


			‘I don’t believe it.’


			She pulled out her cell phone from her pocket and called up Jack’s number.


			Mike reached over, gently taking the phone from her hands, before guiding her slowly towards the velvet stool to one side of the stairs. ‘Jack was in a car which crashed on a rural road outside Dublin city, Ireland. I’m sorry, he has been confirmed dead.’


			She could see through into the living room, to his leather wingback chair, where he liked to sit and read on a Sunday evening. His to-be-read pile was too high, she counted ten books up and ten down.


			‘Let’s move out of the hallway,’ Mike suggested, steering her slowly towards the wingback chair. The smell of Jack enveloped her. She breathed in deeply. Running her hands across the armrests, she reached out and picked up his notebook from the side table. He kept it by his chair to jot down notes and reminders. His last entry, the time and date of his flight out of JFK to Dublin, his return date seven days later underlined in red.


			‘What happened?’


			Her voice was peculiarly flat, her head thumping. Mike sat down on the couch opposite. ‘They’re not exactly sure, only that his car hit a wall.’


			‘What car? He never said he was hiring a car.’


			Mike jumped to his feet. ‘Cora, do you have brandy, anything like that in the house?’


			She pointed to the mahogany cabinet in the corner. ‘Jack keeps …’


			Her voice trailed off. Why did it have to be Underwood breaking the news? Jack loathed him and now she did too. Mike turned the key of the cabinet, taking out a bottle of brandy and a crystal glass. Pouring a generous measure, he handed it to Cora. Wrapping her fingers around the glass, she smiled.


			‘Jack bought this crystal the last time he was in Ireland. It was to be a crystal table lamp on this trip. I thought it might be nice in the hall.’


			‘Is there anyone we can call? Family, friends?’


			She gulped more brandy. ‘Not yet.’


			Mike paced the room. Once he stopped in front of Cora, but said nothing. When he got to the window, he swung around. ‘Do you know what Jack was doing in Ireland, Cora?’


			‘Why do you ask? He was working, I don’t understand.’ Her voice was impatient.


			‘We sent Jack to Amsterdam; he wasn’t supposed to be going to Ireland this trip.’


			Cora pulled herself out of the chair. ‘What exactly are you implying?’


			‘We didn’t send Jack to Ireland.’


			‘What does it matter?’


			‘It matters to the company. Jack was meant to be inspecting premises and taking meetings in Holland as part of our plan to push into Europe. Sites in Ireland had already been examined and rejected.’


			‘Why should any of this matter now?’


			Mike sighed loudly.


			‘I know this is an incredibly difficult time, Cora, but if Jack was in Ireland on business, I need to know about it and I need to know why.’


			Cora stared at Mike as he stood, his hands in his trouser pockets, jiggling his keys.


			‘Jack’s dead, but you don’t care. He always said you only ever cared about the bottom line and everybody, including him, the man who helped drag your stupid components company into countries all over the world, was only a number.’


			‘Cora, that’s unfair and you know it.’


			‘I know I never want to see you again … Get out,’ she shouted so loudly her throat felt like something had ripped up through it.


			‘You shouldn’t be on your own. Do you want me to contact anybody who could come over?’ he asked quietly.


			Tears streaming down her face, Cora pointed to the door.


			‘OK, Cora, Jack’s immediate supervisor, Richard Jones, will call by in a while. By then we may have more information. I’m sorry if I upset you.’


			He hesitated at the sitting-room door before hastily moving away.


			When she heard the click of the front door closing, Cora curled up in Jack’s chair and shut her eyes. She saw him standing laughing at her, telling her not to be a silly and to stop worrying so much. Jack never worried; he said there was no point, that she did enough for the both of them. Maybe, just maybe, somebody somewhere had made a stupid mistake.


			Cold crawled through her, making her shiver. Loneliness folded around her. She walked through the rooms searching for her phone, finding it on the hall table, where Mike Underwood had left it. She rang Donna’s number, feeling a sense of comfort in her friend’s sunny greeting.


			‘Hi doll, what’s up?’


			‘Can you come over?’


			‘You don’t sound so good. What’s wrong?’


			‘It’s Jack, he’s dead.’


			‘What?’


			‘Jack, I’ve just been told he’s dead.’


			She heard the sharp intake of breath at the other end of the phone.


			‘I’ll be there in ten.’ Cora slipped to the floor, too numb to cry, too exhausted to think.


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			Cora was concentrating, intently, tracking a small ant creeping up the leg of the hall table as Donna pulled her station wagon into the drive. She couldn’t help smiling when she heard her friend bang her car door and scurry up the front steps before cursing loudly and sprinting back to grab her purse from the front seat.


			Cora couldn’t move; she continued to follow the ant on a determined course to the yellow roses. Donna tried the door, but it was locked.


			‘Shit honey, let me in.’


			Unable to respond, Cora remained slumped on the tiles.


			‘Cora, just open the door,’ Donna said, tapping lightly on the glass.


			Cora didn’t budge. Outside, Donna threw her hands in the air, before disappearing down the side of the house. Cora heard her pull open the side door.


			‘I’m coming through. OK honey?’


			Cora didn’t answer, but when she saw Donna rush into the hallway, tears streamed down her face. Donna, letting her purse drop to the ground, skidded across the tiles until she was beside Cora, cradling her in her arms.


			‘I’m so sorry, honey.’


			‘What am I going to do without Jack?’ she sobbed, burying her head against Donna’s spangly T-shirt, letting the beads scratch her skin.


			‘I don’t know honey, I don’t know.’


			Gently, Donna pulled Cora to her feet, leading her to the kitchen. She sat Cora at the counter. ‘We need a drink.’


			‘Top cupboard,’ Cora said quietly.


			Donna took down a bottle of Jameson whiskey and two crystal glasses.


			‘Jack got it in the duty free the last time …’ Cora stopped and gulped the whiskey, spluttering so Donna wasn’t sure what she said next.


			‘What happened?’ she asked gently.


			‘Car smash.’


			‘Oh my God.’


			‘I just don’t understand, what was he doing in a car?’


			‘Darling, maybe you should lie down.’


			‘To sleep? What’s the point? Jack’s dead. We can’t make that better.’


			‘Honey, I’m only trying to help. Hell, I don’t know what to do.’


			Cora reached over and took her friend’s hand.


			‘Just being here is enough.’


			‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Donna said, downing her whiskey in one.


			‘Jack always said you drank too much.’


			‘If he wasn’t dead, I might have something to say about that.’


			Cora winced, making Donna immediately regret what she had said. ‘Hell, I’m being insensitive, Chuck always says I talk too much when I’m nervous.’


			Cora picked up Jack’s mail from the bowl on the counter. ‘Should I open these?’


			‘They can wait until later. Have you told anybody else? Family …?’


			Cora snorted.


			‘Jack said I was his family and he was mine. Neither parents were around, though he has a sister; lost touch with her a long time ago.’


			‘I could get the word out.’


			‘I couldn’t face the sympathy of others, not yet.’


			‘But …’


			‘Richard Jones is being sent over to tell me more. Maybe after.’


			‘Rich from my street?’


			‘He works with Jack and is liaising with the US embassy in Ireland.’


			Rooting through the laundry basket, she picked out Jack’s old cardigan.


			‘Lucky I didn’t wash it,’ she said, burying her head in the blue cashmere. It smelled of his tobacco and aftershave, the heavy, spicy scent that conjured up who he was, that reminded her of his broad shoulders, his curly black hair. In the aroma, she felt him, his arms wrapping around her.


			Pulling on the cardigan, she dragged it tight around her. ‘Donna, tell me what do I do now, what the hell do I do?’


			‘You have me and Chuck …’ her voice trailed off and Cora smiled nervously.


			‘At least Chuck in his own way is helping, by making us smile,’ Donna said.


			The sound of the doorbell twirling through the house made them both jump.


			‘Shall I answer it?’ Donna asked.


			Cora shook her head.


			‘I can’t deal with this, Donna, tell whoever it is to go away.’


			‘It might be Rich.’


			Cora shrugged. ‘OK.’


			Stepping out into the backyard, Cora gulped some fresh air. She wanted to run away, to forget that Jack was dead, to go back and live a normal life. She wanted to climb up to her studio in the loft and finish the clouds on her sky, to inhabit that scene of a carefree, sunny day. She wanted to paint, to forget she had been told the news.


			She listened to mutterings at the doorway, before Donna showed Richard Jones in to the living room.


			Donna came out onto the deck, placing her arm around Cora’s shoulders.


			‘Rich is waiting,’ she whispered.


			‘Can you talk to him? I don’t think I’m up to it.’


			‘Doll, you have to do this. He’s pretty insistent he talks to you. We can do it together,’ she said, taking Cora by the hand.


			Too exhausted to resist, Cora followed her friend. She wanted to withdraw, live in the limbo of believing he wasn’t dead. Details would only shatter that illusion.


			When they reached the living room, Richard was standing at the bay window, his back to them, his hands in his pockets. Cora pulled Donna back, hoping to delay the encounter.


			‘I’m here, right beside you,’ her friend said.


			Richard walked towards them, extending his hand.


			‘I wish we were meeting under happier circumstances, Cora. I can’t tell you how sorry I am. Everybody is gutted by what has happened. Jack was special to all of us.’


			She grimaced at the tightness of his grip.


			‘What can you tell me, Richard? Is it true?’


			She felt stupid for asking, but she was not going to believe he was dead, unless she heard the words again.


			‘You need to sit down, Cora.


			‘Please tell me everything. I don’t need to sit down.’


			A grey colour washed across his face, making her tremble.


			‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’


			Discomfort flashed across his eyes as be blurted out what he knew. ‘Police say the other person in the car was Jack’s wife.’


			He paused, not sure if he should continue, but knowing he had to. ‘She has been positively identified, they both have.’


			Pain took over like somebody was punching holes through her. She expected to fall wounded, but Donna’s arms came around her and dragged her to the couch.


			‘What do you mean, his wife?’ Cora enunciated each word slowly and carefully.


			‘They are pretty sure that’s who she was, Cora.’


			‘The only person in Jack’s life was Cora. They’ve been together so long … It can’t be right. How could Jack have a wife on the other side of the world?’ Donna asked.


			Richard, his head bowed, didn’t answer.


			‘What the hell do you mean, his wife?’ Cora asked again, louder this time.


			‘Police there are definite. There have been positive identifications of Jack and his …’


			Pain coursed through her again. Feeling faint, she curled up on the couch. She heard Jack’s laugh, his huff of indignation; she felt small for believing this news. ‘When did he marry her?’


			She tried to make the enquiry sound casual, as if it had come up in normal chat, but when the words came out, they were too loud, booming across the room.


			‘I don’t know, Cora.’


			Richard looked defeated. He took a handkerchief from his trouser pocket and mopped his brow.


			‘Did you know?’ She stared intently at him. ‘Did any of you know?’


			‘I swear I didn’t,’ he said, shaking his head. Cora laughed out loud, a peculiar sound that hacked through her body.


			Donna marched to the cabinet and poured a glass of brandy and handed it to Cora.


			Her fingers touched the glass, the curved smoothness of the shape somehow bringing home to her the reality of what had just happened. Gripping the glass tight, she turned and aimed at the far corner of the room. The glass spun through the air, flying under the chandelier and thudding against the wall, chipping off a chunk, the brandy spilling across and down the striped wallpaper. ‘Jesus Christ, honey,’ Donna said.


			Cora heard Mrs Winters next door fuss about her garden, talking to her dog; the mailman stuffed letters and advertising pamphlets in the mail box.


			‘Somebody must have known,’ she said, dipping her head into her hands.


			Nothing had changed and everything had changed.


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			De Courcy Square, Dublin


			Lily Walpole switched on the kettle and waited, tapping a sound like a drum roll on the worktop because she was agitated. When she heard the news of the crash on the radio, she never thought she could know the victims. It said the names weren’t being released but Gladys Spencer knew, of course she did. She had made a beeline for Lily as she pruned the pot of Michaelmas daisies on her front step.


			‘Have you heard the terrible news?’


			Lily continued to dead-head the spent daisies with her small scissors.


			‘It really is the most dreadful news.’


			Gladys walked up the steps and tugged at Lily’s arm. ‘It’s about Amelia and Jack.’


			Lily straightened up.


			‘What about Amelia and Jack?’


			‘I’ve only just heard. My brother-in-law the fireman was there, the accident on the news … the car crash, it’s Jack and Amelia.’


			‘What?’


			Gladys put an arm around Lily.


			‘I wanted to tell you myself, I know you and Amelia were tight.’


			‘Jesus Christ, how can it be? I was only talking to her yesterday evening, they were going out for dinner to some fancy restaurant in Wicklow.’


			‘They must have been on their way back, it happened after midnight.’


			Tears ran down Lily’s face. She pulled her blouse cuff out from under her cardigan sleeve and used it to dab them away.


			‘It can’t be, not Amelia.’


			‘Shocking,’ Gladys said.


			‘That girl was so lovely, way too young to die. You must have it wrong.’


			‘I only wish I had,’ Gladys said quietly. Conscious that people passing by had begun to stop and stare at the two of them, she suggested they go inside and have a cup of tea.


			Lily pulled away. ‘Do you mind, Gladys, I think I need to be on my own.’


			Gladys let Lily go, calling out as she shut her front door, ‘I’m here if you need me, I’ll flash out an email in a while, I am sure everybody in the association will want to know.’


			Lily got inside as quickly as possible, letting the door thud closed behind her. She stood unable to move, but her mind was racing, the impact of the news making involuntary tremors shudder through her. Scrabbling in her pocket for her phone, she called her daughter Hannah, but there was no answer. Going through to the kitchen, she thought she should keep busy, because if she didn’t, she might just slip to the floor and not get up again.


			She heard the roar of the kettle now, but she didn’t remember switching it on.


			Moving to the kitchen window, she gripped the edge of the old ceramic sink for support as she surveyed her back garden. It offered little comfort today. It was wild and unkempt at the far end where the lilac tree and the cherry blossom vied for space, brambles licking up the trunks, strangling the lower branches. Up near the house, there was more order, because she had managed to get out, prune and dead-head as well as dig out with a small shovel. Her daughter Hannah refused to allow anybody in to tend the garden, saying a vulnerable woman living on her own might be fooled into handing over her valuables and cash.


			Hannah dropped by after work most days, but Lily needed her to come sooner today. Hannah might never understand why her mother, as she approached her sixty-ninth year, would not leave the big draughty house at No. 22 De Courcy Square, but on everything else, they mostly agreed.


			Lily made a small pot of Earl Grey tea and sat in to the kitchen table. She was going to miss Amelia and their chats. Amelia never gave out or passed a remark on the old-fashioned lino, which was cracking at the corners, or the rickety wooden dresser crammed with crockery. Amelia knew too that she loved flowers and often came by with a pot or two, saying she saw Lily’s name on them and had to buy them for her. Glancing out at the calla lilies, tears for Amelia rose up inside her again. Two days before she died, Amelia had arrived at the front door balancing two pots of lilies and laughing. Bowing her head, Lily let the tears wash down her face and soak into the creases around her mouth. She must plant those lilies somewhere nice, but right now she could hardly bear to look at them. She was already missing Amelia so much.


			Leaving her tea untouched, she rang Hannah’s number again.


			‘Mum, I’m just about to go in to a meeting, what’s up?’


			‘I needed to hear your voice, I have bad news. Amelia next door is dead.’


			‘What?’


			‘And Jack, in a car accident,’ Lily said, trying to stop her voice quivering.


			‘Jesus Christ. I’m coming over straight away.’


			‘What about your meeting?


			‘Let me worry about that, it’s time the new guy stepped up to the plate and started working like a real solicitor anyway. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’


			Lily was relieved Hannah was rushing over, but she was worried, too. The news from next door and the awful tragedy that had befallen Jack and Amelia was not going to help her case for staying in the square. Lily felt a stab of guilt that she should reduce the dreadful fact of their deaths to how it would affect her plans to stay put in her home.


			She smiled when she saw a robin drop onto the window sill and peck at the breadcrumbs she left out the night before. She talked to this robin most mornings. Sometimes, the little bird cocked its head from side to side and Lily thought it might be desperately trying to understand her. In an effort to distract herself, she switched on the radio, turning the dial several times until she tuned in to classical music. Not bothering if her tea was cold, she added a little sugar, before hiding the sugar bowl behind a packet of cornflakes in the cupboard. Hannah was forever going on about the dangers of sugar and to silence her, Lily pretended she had given it up. She was sipping her tea when she heard her daughter turn her key in the front door lock.


			‘Who put the pots of flowers at the front of the house?’ Hannah called out as she walked through the hall.


			‘Amelia gave me the daisies a few weeks ago, but I had them in the back garden until yesterday. The pink cosmos I bought from the florist on Baggot Street. He doesn’t usually deliver, but nicely of him, he did for me, and he lifted them into place.’


			‘You know you’re only advertising the house as a private residence. It’s an open invitation to be robbed, especially at the weekend, when there are so few occupied properties on the square.’


			Lily clattered a cup and saucer onto the table. ‘Nonsense dear, that’s just ludicrous.’


			Hannah sat down at the table and poured herself tea from the pot.


			‘Mum, I’m so sorry to hear about Amelia.’


			‘I can hardly believe it.’ Lily reached across to the worktop without getting up from her seat and pulled over the biscuit tin. ‘Have a brandy snap with that.’


			‘When did you do the shopping?’


			Lily bit into her biscuit. ‘The strangest thing, the delivery came this morning, the usual time. Amelia must have done it before they went out to dinner.’


			‘That’s a little bit creepy.’


			‘I was only telling her last week, brandy snaps are my favourite and I used to bake them one time. She must have added them in, she was such a sweet girl. I’m going to miss her so much.’


			‘And now next door will be sold for nearly two million euros and turned into offices, like most of the houses around here.’


			‘It’s a bit early to be talking like that. Have some respect, Han.’


			‘Mum, we have to talk about it, you know this house is too big for you anyway. You should have sold it when Dad died.’


			Lily got up, concentrating on folding the tea towel along its pre-set creases, because she was afraid how she would answer her daughter. Hannah stirred her tea, the click of the spoon sounding loud in the quiet of the old kitchen.


			‘This is my home, Hannah, and yours too. Anyway, where would I be going at my age?’


			Lily didn’t expect an answer. She reached out and lightly touched a bunch of puce, pink and purple Sweet William in a jug in the centre of the table.


			‘Will you carry it upstairs for me? I thought it would be nice by the window.’


			‘Why don’t you put a sign up? Feel free to break in.’


			Lily laughed as she followed Hannah to the hall. ‘Contrary to what you might think, they’re not queuing up to break in here. Anyone who knows me is aware I never carry any cash on me. The only things of value are my memories. Nobody can take those from me.’


			‘You know I’m only worried about you, especially with next door empty.’


			Lily patted Hannah on the back. ‘When I’m dead and gone, sweetheart, you can do what you like with the old place. But until then, it’s my home.’


			‘But—’


			‘No buts, dear. Now let’s talk about something else, before we have a humdinger of a row and we both say something we later regret.’


			Hannah quickened her pace on the stairs, marching ahead of her mother. She plonked down the jug of flowers and stood at the window overlooking the park, as she waited for Lily to negotiate the last few steps.


			‘I can see Gladys on patrol. Does she ever give up?’


			‘It’s what keeps her alive and kicking. Unfortunately, these days she has her eyes set on the homeless, trying to put them out of the park altogether.’


			Lily sank into her armchair beside the window. From here she could see across to the central grassed area of the park with the inset flower beds, where the dahlias were bursting forth along with the deep blue delphinium spikes and lupins, almost at their full height. The trees rustled in the wind, children played hide and seek and a woman leaned over the spent oriental poppies, tapping the seed heads, letting the seeds flow into an envelope. Lily smiled: if Gladys, the guardian of all things in the garden, only knew. ‘Gladys has no clue what it’s like to be scraping the pennies together,’ she said.


			‘She’s an interfering busybody, stay away from her.’


			‘She can be fun, in small doses.’


			‘Surprising, with so few private residences on the square, that she has anything to gossip about these days.’


			‘Let’s not go down that road, dear, let’s just be thankful we can sit together. Let’s not forget what has happened to our neighbours.


			Hannah deliberately angled herself so she couldn’t view the park.


			‘Mum, I need to discuss something with you.’


			‘My head is not in the right place, I was so fond of Amelia.’


			‘OK, it can wait,’ Hannah said, stretching out her long legs and sighing deeply.


			‘You need to get back to work, don’t you?’


			‘I can stay a while longer.’


			‘Sweetheart, is it Derry? You know you’re always welcome to stay here. This is your home, too. It will always be.’


			Hannah jumped up, fidgeting with the strap of her handbag. ‘Forget I said anything, Mum. I have to go.’


			She leaned over and kissed Lily on the cheek. ‘Don’t mind me, we’ll have that talk another time. I haven’t got the energy for it today.’


			‘I’ll have to go to the funeral, once we know the arrangements.’


			‘I’ll take you, no problem.’


			Lily heard her rush down the stairs, the front door swinging shut, sending vibrations shuddering through the walls. Lily leaned forward, so she could see Hannah cross to her car. Tall, with her long hair tied in a neat ponytail and wearing a charcoal-grey suit, Lily thought her daughter looked every bit the successful solicitor she was. Lily never did know why Hannah had taken to Derry, he seemed such a sullen individual. Maybe she wanted so badly to get away from De Courcy Square; she’d never seemed to settle here after her father’s death. Lily turned to look at the silver frame on the coffee table. Hannah liked to see the photograph on display, so she always made sure to have it out when she came over.


			Shaking her head, Lily regretted she ever had been persuaded to marry Reg Walpole. Lifting up the heavy old-fashioned frame, she studied her younger self. She detested that blue silk dress her mother had bought in Brown Thomas. She wore a single flower in her hair. She smiled, remembering she had insisted on a light pink carnation, her small act of rebellion, to send a message to the man she truly loved that she would not forget him. Her smile in the photograph was barely there; an insipid effort after the photographer had told her her children would want to know why she wasn’t happy on her wedding day. Quickly she opened the drawer and shoved the frame in with such ferocity, the table shook.


			She angled herself better so she could see the other houses peeping through the trees across the square. She liked the blur of colour from the flower beds and the small grove of lilac and cherry trees near the entrance gate directly across from the house. As spring took hold the white and purple flowers peeped through, reminding her of the happy times when Eamon tended to the garden. How many times had she sat watching Eamon, inventing excuses to go outside to stroll in the gardens, walking among the high canes propping up sweet peas at the height of summer. She was eighteen and her mother had told her to stop throwing eyes at the caretaker’s son from next door; they had better things planned for their only daughter.


			‘You have to marry a banker like your father. It’s what is expected of you. Look at this gardener chap, but know you can never have a life with him, it’s not meant to be.’


			Eamon had laughed it off when she told him, but the very next day, he’d arrived at the door to surprise Lily’s mother with a bunch of puce pink foxgloves tied with a white ribbon.


			Flattered, she’d fussed about, arranging the flowers in her best vase and placing it on the marble-topped hall table. ‘You are such a kind boy. I’ll tell the park superintendent how good you are to the residents. Where on earth did you get these? They’re not a city flower.’


			He didn’t answer, but smiled at Mrs Mooney, who was already calling her neighbour on the right to come throw her eyes over her bouquet. It wasn’t until the next day that Eamon had told Lily the truth. ‘There’s a patch of wasteland out near the dump in North Dublin. It’s boggy wet land; I picked them there.’


			‘She loves them; she told her florist he should stock them.’


			Eamon looked anxious. ‘Did Kenny tell her anything about the foxgloves?’


			‘He told her she deserved to get such prized blooms.’


			Eamon had laughed so much, his cheeks went bright red and his eyes watered. ‘I think we can take it Mr Kenny isn’t a huge fan of your mother.’


			‘How can you say that?’


			‘He’s surely a man who knows the language of flowers. Foxgloves stand for insincerity and selfish ambition; a perfect fit, don’t you think?’


			Lily remembered she had been a little annoyed at Eamon, but now she smiled to think how accurate the young gardener had been. If her mother had ever realised the intention behind the flowers, she would have gone next door and banged the door down, shouting about the ‘young pup’s insolence’. Lily was jolted out of her reminiscing by the loud ringing of her mobile phone.


			Hannah sounded upset. ‘Mum, I’m sorry, myself and Derry had a huge fight this morning. I wanted to ask your advice. We just seem to be at each other’s throats all the time.’


			‘Maybe when you get home later, things will be different.’


			‘I’m not so sure about that.’


			‘Marriage is never easy, sweetheart.’


			‘You and Dad seemed to work it well.’


			‘Lily didn’t answer, but Hannah barely noticed, saying she had to rush off. There was such a lonely tone to her daughter’s voice, Lily worried. So strong in so many areas of her life, when it came to Derry Fitzgerald Hannah was completely the opposite. Maybe she had raised her that way: after all, her own marriage had hardly been a shining example of a happy relationship.


			To divert herself from overthinking the past, Lily took out her phone and checked her email.


			From: GladysSpencer@gmail.com


			To: all De Courcy Square Association members


			Dear residents and tenants,


			We are sorry to announce today the untimely deaths of Jack and Amelia Gartland, who lived at No. 23 De Courcy Square.


			The Gartlands were valued and active members of the De Courcy Square Association. We offer our sincere sympathy to their respective families. The Gartlands restored No. 23 to its former glory and it is the hope of everyone in the Association that this fine residence will remain in private hands.


			In other business, I have been asked to point out that the railings of No. 10 are being used daily by employees of certain companies as a parking bay for their bicycles. On any given day, there are many as four attached to the railings and one locked to the streetlamp post. The occupants of No. 10 have even put up signs asking cyclists to please move their bicycles to No. 29, which remains empty. We would ask those who are defacing the square and the fine iron railings to please desist.


			Keep your eyes open people and please report any antisocial behaviour to us.


			Gladys Spencer,


			Chairperson.


			Lily sighed and put her phone away.


		


	

		

			Chapter Four


			Long Island, New York


			Cora and Donna sat side by side on the living-room sofa, both silent. The hours passed into evening. Cora closed her eyes tight. The grey light of dusk seeped through the rooms, but nobody switched on a light. ‘Why did Jack do it, why didn’t he just leave me? Why in the hell did he keep sending the flowers?’ She spoke her words into the half-light, knowing that they would dissipate into the darker corners. ‘Do you think this wife knew about me?’


			Donna, who was slouching at one corner of the sofa, straightened up. ‘Don’t torture yourself, Cora, please.’


			‘Torture is finding out all these years later. Do you think he meant anything by the flowers?’ She fiddled with the leather buttons on the armrest. ‘Did any of his bouquets mean anything other than empty gestures to mask his guilt?’


			Donna got up and flicked on the standard lamp, the diffused light pooling across the wooden floor.


			Cora watched as Donna walked the ground floor, switching on the lights. ‘What am I going to do without him, Donna?’


			Her friend stopped in the middle of the floor.


			‘Hell, darling, I don’t know. I can’t say anything that will make this better.’


			Cora didn’t register she had heard but continued speaking as if to herself. ‘I wish it had been me, at least then I wouldn’t have to suffer like this.’ She stopped and stared at Donna.


			‘Have I been a fool? Jack never wanted to get married, he said not being tied together by a foolish outdated ceremony kept it fresh, kept us together. I guess he got that wrong, or maybe I did, by believing him.’


			Donna dipped her head.


			Cora took a tissue from the box on the coffee table and blew her nose. ‘I thought I was so lucky to have met him. It was like we found each other in our mid-thirties. I really believed he loved me.’


			‘Hun, none of this makes sense and nobody is saying Jack didn’t love you. Hell, he made such an effort to show us all how much he adored you.’


			‘I forgot to ask Richard what happens next. When is his body being flown back to the States?’


			‘He said you should contact your attorney.’


			‘Our attorney?’


			‘He said there was a note in Jack’s personnel file saying his attorney will have specific instructions.’


			Cora shoved her fists in her eyes, trying desperately to stop the flow of tears. ‘I loved him; I thought I knew how he thinks, what made him tick. How can it be that I end up merely an extra in his life story?’


			Suddenly Cora jumped up and bolted towards the stairs. Running up them, she quickly let herself into the master bedroom, locking the door behind her to prevent Donna from bursting in. Flinging the doors of the closet open, she fiercely pulled at the neat rows of freshly ironed shirts and pressed trousers. Pushing past them to the drawers, she wasn’t sure what she was looking for. Scrabbling at his cufflinks and tiepins, she flicked some onto the floor. She hesitated at the safe, but the old code worked. It must hold some clue to Jack’s secret life … but there was nothing of interest in there, only a few share certificates and the business card of attorney Brad Kading in downtown Manhattan.


			As she walked back downstairs with the card, the light from the outside sensor light streamed into the hall through a narrow glass panel in the door, filtering between the stems of the yellow roses. Marching over to the table, Cora kicked it hard. The glass vase toppled over smashing to the ground, flowers and water spilling onto the floor. Picking up a rose, she viciously plucked the petals before scattering them into the air.


			Donna dropped to her knees and began to gather up the roses.


			‘Throw them in the garbage along with anything else you see belonging to the bastard.’


			Donna didn’t reply, but she carefully picked the flowers up from between the shattered pieces of glass.


			Cora stepped on the glass, crunching and grinding it into the floor, the sound giving her some satisfaction.


			‘Leave it, please, Donna. You should get home to your family,’ she said, pulling the front door open.


			‘Don’t expect me to walk out and leave you on your own at a time like this. Think again girl, I’m sticking around. Anyway, I arranged a sitter.’


			Cora let the door swing shut. Shrugging her shoulders, she went back to sit and tuck her legs up on Jack’s leather chair. Donna cleared the glass and flowers and mopped the floor without saying a word. When she was finished, Cora heard her in the kitchen.


			Fifteen minutes later, she carried in a tray containing a bowl of soup and some soft white rolls. ‘You have to eat something, Cora. You have to keep your wits about you.’


			Cora took the tray, but didn’t touch the food. ‘Who knew? Who do you think knew he had this other life?’ She looked directly at Donna as if she must have the answer.


			‘Maybe at work, somebody surely suspected something. They’re the ones you should be cross-examining.


			Cora got up again to pace around the room. ‘The worst thing is I still love him. My heart wants there to have been a mistake, my head is stating firmly that I’ve been a fool and Jack Gartland was a fraudster, a very good one.’


			She felt Donna’s arms enfold her and allowed herself to slump against her friend, who held her gently before leading her to the spare bedroom downstairs and helping her get into bed. When Donna handed her a sleeping pill; she took it and drank down a glass of water.


			


			The light of dawn filtering though decorative spots on the window blind woke Cora up more than eight hours later. Her head was heavy and for a moment, she did not know where she was or that her life had changed so utterly. She heard the thud of the newspaper delivery, but couldn’t face walking out front to pick it off the lawn. She got out of bed and went to the kitchen where she checked the messages on the house phone. Richard, in a late night call, had asked her to ring him. Other work colleagues of Jack’s had left awkward messages of condolence. She was feeling woozy and not paying much attention, when she heard the unmistakable lilt of Jack’s voice.


			Message left Wednesday at 2.29 p.m.


			‘Hi darling, I’ve bought the crystal table lamp. It’ll be perfect in the hall, make such a statement. The weather is really bad here, raining a lot of the time.’


			He made squeaky kissing noises before ringing off. She replayed the message, taking in the happy tone of his voice as jealousy and anger combined ripped through her.


			When Donna walked into the room, wearing a pair of Cora’s old sweatpants and looking a little crumpled from the night, Cora was sitting, the telephone on her lap. ‘He left a message, probably a few hours before he died. He sounded so happy, happier than he ever was with me.’


			Gently, Donna took the receiver from her and placed it back on a small table by the window. ‘You shouldn’t have listened to it.’


			‘I don’t know why he didn’t call my cell phone; he knows when I’m painting upstairs, I don’t hear the house phone.’


			‘Maybe he didn’t want to talk, but guilt made him make some contact.’


			‘Maybe.’


			‘You look like shit, where did you sleep?’


			‘The couch. I wanted to be near, in case you needed me.’


			The phone rang and they both jumped.


			Donna, answering it, was relieved to find it was Richard.


			‘Why didn’t he want to talk to me?’ Cora asked, her voice tense.


			‘He wanted to be able to explain properly. He says the company is giving you one month’s notice to vacate this property and while it’s very sympathetic, the house is needed for the person who’s going to fill Jack’s shoes.’


			‘One month is nothing. I don’t know if I can go to our other place; I presume there are tenants still there. Jack took care of all that. What am I going to do?’


			‘He said he and a few others are willing to help you find a new place. He was very apologetic about it, said Underwood is very angry that Jack was in Ireland and is insisting on this timeframe.’


			‘I’m to be punished for what Jack has done. I guess it doesn’t matter to them that I have already lost my life partner along with our shared and past memories.’


			‘These guys are sharks, Cora, you surely know that by now.’


			‘I always knew it, I just thought Jack was different,’ Cora said.


			Donna placed a mug of coffee in Cora’s hands. ‘Maybe you should start thinking of the funeral or memorial service. I’m sure there are a lot of friends who would like to support you right now.’


			Cora gulped some of the coffee, grimacing because it was too sweet. ‘I’m going in to Manhattan to see the attorney.’


			‘You should go to your own attorney first, before approaching this one you don’t know.’


			Cora laughed.


			‘I rang Jeffrey, our man, when I woke up. Jack moved all his business to a downtown attorney three years ago.’


			‘And he never told you?’


			‘He must have had his reasons.’


			‘Yeah, he was leading a double life. Get ready, I’ll drive you.


			Cora went upstairs to the master bedroom. Donna had bundled away Jack’s clothes when she was sleeping, the closet doors were shut. She could smell him here, his Tom Ford aftershave lingering in the corners of the room; she reached for her Chanel No. 5 perfume and sprayed it into the air in a vague attempt to obliterate the memory. Sitting on the bed, she looked at his PJs peeping from under the pillow, the crime thriller on his bed which would never be finished now.


			Pulling her cell phone from her dressing-gown pocket, she called his number. She was surprised when it rang out, her heart skipping when it went to voicemail. He sounded happy. He was smiling, almost laughing, she knew by the intonation. She knew, too, he was stretched out on his office chair in his home study, looking at the ceiling. She left a message. ‘Jack, I don’t understand, I want to know why.’ Her voice shaking, she ended the call.


			Some people might have shouted and screamed, but she couldn’t, she felt flat and listless, her head hurting, her heart empty. Deliberately, she ignored his shoes neatly tucked under the chair by the window, his dressing gown hanging on the back of the door, the chest of drawers on top of which lay his brushes; one for his hair, another for his beard and his clothes brush, all neatly in a row. She picked the navy trouser suit she wore when she was asked to do a private viewing of her paintings for a valued client. She didn’t want to have to meet this attorney, but then nothing was as it should be. She had no choice, Jack had made sure of that. Even in death, it was as if he had control over her life.


		


	

		

			Chapter Five


			‘Let me get this straight, Jack wants to be buried in Ireland with this other woman and the funeral is in three days’ time.’


			The attorney pulled off his reading glasses and stared at Cora. ‘He is very clear in his instructions. Do you plan to attend the service?’


			Cora didn’t answer. The attorney sat with his back to the skyscraper view. Cora peeped over his shoulder to the river, the sunshine sheeting across the Hudson flashing on the chrome of the tall buildings opposite and to the side. ‘I want his body brought back here; I’m here, his friends are here …’ Her voice trailed off.


			‘Ms … what should I call you?’


			‘Cora, Cora Gartland. I changed my name to Gartland. Jack thought it was a good idea.’


			‘But you never married?’


			Cora shifted uncomfortably in her chair. ‘Jack didn’t think that was such a good idea. Obviously, he changed his mind at some stage and got married, but just not to me.’


			Her voice was low as if she felt somehow she had done something wrong.


			‘Ms Gartland, it is my duty to make sure that my client’s requests are followed through. I realise this is an exceptionally difficult time for you and I want to reach out and offer you my support.’


			Cora looked at the man in front of her, sitting with his back to the pulsing city. He was young, but appeared old-fashioned in the way he had his shirtsleeves rolled up and his hair slicked back.


			‘Jack has provided for you in his will,’ he said.


			‘Is that supposed to make me feel better?’


			The attorney shook his head in exasperation. ‘Ms Gartland, Jack left crystal-clear instructions as to what was to happen to him once he died. He was very specific that while he remained married to Amelia, he wanted to be interred in a grave, purchased for the two of them in Ireland.’


			‘He bought a grave over there?’


			‘Yes.’


			‘What sort of man marries a woman and buys her grave at the same time?’


			‘Just as well he did, considering the circumstances.’


			She and Jack had never even discussed the future, never mind death. ‘He must have loved her a lot.’


			The attorney moved his cell phone out of sight under the desk and checked it.


			‘Do you know why he didn’t tell me, why he didn’t just leave me?’


			‘I was not his counsellor, Ms Gartland, but I think you will find he has made good provision for you,’ he said, slipping his phone into his breast pocket.


			‘Provision? We were together over nine years. I loved him, I thought he loved me. He has scrubbed out our life together and now, I’m supposed to be glad he has made provision?’ Cora jumped up so quickly, her chair wobbled before crashing to the ground.


			‘Please, Ms Gartland, sit down. Shall I call in your friend? Maybe this is too much for you on your own.’ Without asking further, he buzzed his secretary to tell Donna to come through.


			When Donna came in the door, she guided Cora to sit back down and held her hand while the attorney began reading the last will and testament of Jack Gartland. Cora heard a jumble of legal words and the name of a house and property she did not recognise. When he had finished reading out loud, she stared across the desk at him.


			‘What about the house off New Hyde Park in Long Island? It doesn’t mention that. What has he done with it?’


			‘The three-bed at Laurel Drive?’


			‘Yes, it was our first home, we had it rented out for the last few years.’


			The attorney shook his head. ‘It’s not mentioned in the will because Jack sold it about three years ago.’


			‘Sold it? When exactly?’


			‘I thought you knew. It was a few months before he got married in Ireland; he said he needed cash to purchase the property in Dublin.’


			‘And you think I would have known about that?’ Her voice sounded strong, but inside, her stomach was churning. She looked past his shoulder to the river, now shrouded in a sludge of grey mist. ‘Where am I going to live?’ she said, her voice loud as if she was addressing a crowd.


			‘The property in Dublin is substantial, you can lease it or sell it. Either will bring in big bucks.’


			Cora leapt to her feet once more. ‘You think it’s that easy, just a matter of money. I hardly know where Dublin is. What am I supposed to be, grateful for a goddamn house in Ireland?’ she shouted. Donna approached Cora, her hands out to try and calm her down, but she pulled away.


			‘Hush, Cora, there’s no need to shoot the messenger,’ Donna said firmly.


			Cora wrenched open the door and marched out of the office. Donna turned to the attorney.


			‘What do we do now?’


			‘I suspect it’s the shock talking. Why don’t I tidy up the paperwork and courier the details of the bequest, that house in Ireland along with the keys to her current address. It should be with her before close of business. I see no harm in her having the keys while all the legal stuff on the will completes.’


			Cora was already at the elevator when Donna caught her up.


			‘You weren’t fair on that man, he’s only doing his job.’


			‘The job Jack asked him to do.’


			As they entered the lift, she took Donna’s hand. ‘You’ve done enough, I need to sort this out on my own, I need time on my own.’


			‘You’re not going over there for the funeral, are you?’


			‘I hardly think I would be very welcome.’


			‘We could have some sort of memorial service here, just to remember Jack.’


			‘And have everybody come and feel sorry for me.’


			‘No, Cora, sympathise with you.’


			‘I can’t do it, Donna. I can’t face anybody, particularly those who knew Jack. I have to get away.’


			‘At least let me drive you home.’


			Cora kissed her friend lightly on the cheek.


			‘I can look after myself.’


			Donna reluctantly agreed, saying she had to run some errands anyway and making Cora promise to ring her later that evening. Cora hailed a cab, telling the driver to bring her to Brooklyn Bridge.


			‘You want to walk the boards, lady?’


			‘Yes, the nearest access point.’


			When she got out, she pushed up the collar of her coat as she crossed the road to get on the path to the bridge. Digging her hands deep into her pockets, she tramped along the wooden pedestrian walkway, the cars driving out of the city whizzing along the road below her in a steady stream. She didn’t look at the river or the Manhattan skyline, but kept her head down, letting the rush of air whip past her as she tracked around groups posing for photographs. The damp rising up from the Hudson helped clear her head as she traipsed along.


			She was halfway across when she stopped suddenly. The memory of a happier time flooded back. It was here, nine years ago, he had placed a ring on her left index finger. An emerald surrounded by diamonds in an old gold setting, it had belonged to his late mother. She closed her eyes, blocking out the low hum of the city on all sides, wind rushing past her, the traffic underneath making its own sweet rhythm, the river flowing silently below. It had been such a happy, exciting memory.


			She hadn’t expected anything that day as they set off to walk the bridge. When he pulled her to him as he fumbled in his pocket for the small, navy jewellers’ box, she had giggled in delight. Gently he took her hand, placing the box on it and cupping her fingers over it. She heard his voice again. ‘I love you more every day; please can we be together. This is my declaration of love for you. The only change you need to expect is that our love will grow even greater.’ She was so shocked, she could not open the box, so he had taken out the ring and pushed it over her knuckle on to her finger. He had been clear, he was not going to marry. She was so sure of their love, she didn’t question his thinking.


			‘You and me, we don’t need to stand in front of anyone else to know we love each other and want to be together. That’s never going to change, this ring is my pledge to you.’


			All these years later, he was dead and their love was only a series of memories, recollections that now had the taint of untruth. She tugged the gold and diamond band, easing it over the knuckle and rolling it around the palm of her hand. She didn’t want to wear it and yet, she felt strange without it. Unsure, she gripped the ring as she turned back to walk the way she had come, going against the tide of visitors trooping across the bridge. The diamonds in their tight settings pinched the palm of her hand as she grasped it tightly. Her stride was strong, the anxiety rising in her to get off the bridge.


			On the sidewalk, she walked past a young couple, their arms locked around each other. When she saw them join a line at a coffee stand, she followed, standing so close that the man looked at her oddly. While the young woman was preoccupied placing their order, she gently slipped the ring into the large patch pocket of her jacket.


			‘Are you ready to order, ma’am?’


			Startled, Cora shook her head and veered off. Pulling at her left index finger, it felt strange; naked. She had released herself from this symbol of his love, cut that tie with Jack. However, there was no sense of relief, only uncertainty. What the hell was she going to do? She had nowhere to live. If she wasn’t going to move in with Donna or any of her other friends, all of whom were guaranteed to get fed up of her within a week, she was going to have to come up with a plan and fast. She hailed a cab to Penn Station to get the Long Island Railroad home.


			


			As she stepped in the front door, she thought she heard Jack shifting in his leather chair. She stopped, waiting to find out if he would call out. Briefly, relief rushed through her that maybe life had readjusted, that Jack was home, but as quickly, grief made her falter.


			She threw her keys on the kitchen island, the sound of them thudding against the marble bringing her sharply back to the present. Grabbing the bottle of Jameson from the counter, she climbed the stairs to her studio in the back bedroom. Slugging whiskey from the bottle, she sat in front of the half-finished painting. A watercolour full of roses and sunshine, a reflection of that perfect day when they had strolled around Southampton hand in hand. Jack had asked the garden owner could Cora sketch and she had spent a quiet hour or two on an old-fashioned wooden bench, Jack dozing beside her as she traced the shape of the blush-pink roses with her pencil. She had included Jack at the far end of the garden, snoozing on a recliner, his Panama hat covering his face.


			She had been in a hurry to finish it, but now what was the point? Gulping from the bottle, she wandered around the room. So many paintings, what was she going to do with them all? Jack said because she was so drawn to painting the life around her, she should have a ‘Long Island’ exhibition. This painting she’d hoped would be the centerpiece. All the others were newly framed and in the garage. How could she have an exhibition now, with her main cheerleader gone forever?


			How could she paint again? What magic and happy memories could she weave into her work, when her past with Jack was so blighted, her future forever tainted? She took the painting from the easel and placed it with other unfinished works propped against a side wall. She felt nothing but the pain of betrayal, it numbed her brain; she couldn’t consider picking up a pencil, never mind a brush.


			Was she going to feel like this forever? If she accepted things as they were, she would remain permanently paralysed by Jack’s deceit. Knowing what she had to do, she took out her phone and called Donna.


			‘Donna, will you do me a favour?’


			‘Anything, honey, you know that.’


			‘I need to go away. Will you take the cat, pack up at the house for me?’


			‘What do you mean, where are you going?’


			‘Far away.’


			‘Cora, I know what’s happened is so gross, but running away is not the answer. What will you do on your own? Where the hell are you going?’


			‘I need to get away. I can’t stay here.’


			‘You’re not thinking of going to Dublin, are you?


			Cora didn’t answer.


			‘Jesus, Cora, this can come to no good.’


			‘I have to know more. What am I supposed to do, go quietly and accept this has happened and just get on with things?’


			Donna said nothing for a few seconds, but when she did, her voice sounded strange. ‘Please don’t go.’


			‘Donna, stop. I have to go.’


			‘Wait until the fall when I have a week’s vacation; we could go together.’


			Cora laughed. ‘Don’t you realise I have to go there, visit his house when the smell of him is still there. I have to go. It is the only way I will get peace. I have to see the home they had together, I need to …’ she stuttered over her words, ‘I need to know about his wife.’
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