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Prologue


Five years earlier …


Morah thought of the house as her own. And in a way it was. It was her home, certainly – the only happy one she had ever known. That alone made it precious to her. And if caring for somewhere tenderly, tending to every nook and cranny with studious affection, knowing every curve and groove of the place like the surface of her own skin counted for anything at all, then surely each attentive stroke and loving caress she had bestowed on it over the years had made it hers. After all, she reasoned – you didn’t have to own something for it to belong to you.


Morah had read somewhere that houses were affected by the people who passed through them, the lives that unfolded beneath their roofs, the stories they contained – which made her all the more vigilant in her duties as caretaker, or concierge, as she preferred to think of herself. Today a new tenant was moving in to 24 Ulysses Crescent, bringing the number in the house back up to six, so Morah was doubly eager that her meticulous care of the shared areas was visible for all to see. She plumped and stroked cushions as if they were beloved pets, threw open windows as if greeting a long-lost friend, and had dusted and hoovered within an inch of her life. Now the house was even more pristine than usual. She had surpassed herself – Morah was her own harshest critic in this respect – its beautiful Georgian proportions reflected in the light that streamed through generous and symmetrical windows.


Even though it was Doctor Ed (who owned the house) who had helped her, had supported her in her time of need, it was the house itself – Morah felt deep down – which had truly helped her to recover. So much so, that everything that had gone before often seemed to her like the memory of a rather dark, disturbing film she had been forced to watch – and had long since consigned to a closed recess of her mind marked do not revisit.


The people who shared the house were important too, and with the arrival of this latest tenant, all six flats would be occupied. The tenants in general certainly didn’t escape Morah’s discreet but watchful supervision. It wasn’t that she vetted them, as such. But she felt confident that should she need to voice a reservation about any of them, Doctor Ed would listen to her and take her advice into serious consideration.


As it was, they were a happy lot who had passed through the house since she had come to live here almost ten years ago – young, most of them, apart from herself and Doctor Ed, who lived in his small flat in the garden, even though number 24 had formerly been his family home. But he had been a widower for the last twelve years, and now, at seventy-three, the tenants in the house had become his substitute family.


The newest tenant was due to arrive any minute. And for once Morah knew nothing about her – it had all happened very quickly. Doctor Ed had met this woman – a widow – at a gathering, and when she’d heard he owned a house in flats on Ulysses Crescent, and that one was currently vacant, she had begged to be shown it and had fallen in love with flat 3 at first sight. And why wouldn’t she? Morah reasoned. All six of the flats were beautiful in their own way. She would have liked to meet this woman first, to size her up – but Morah had been down the country on a few days off at the time when the flat had been shown. From the corner of her eye now, she noticed an elegant dark-green van pulling up outside, G.A. Stevens and Son Removals was written on the side – and at that moment the doorbell sounded, making her jump. Morah took a quick look in the mirror, straightened her white overall, and patted her hair, fixed a pleasant but business-like expression on her face, and went to answer the door.


‘Hello!’ the glamorous older woman said brightly as she rushed past Morah. ‘I’m moving into number 3 today!’ She waved at Morah as she started up the stairs. ‘The guys are right outside with my furniture – must dash! I’m Evelyn, by the way.’ She looked back briefly. ‘Evelyn Malone.’


She hadn’t even waited for Morah to introduce herself. And why would she? Women like Evelyn Malone didn’t stop for the little people. She was acting as if she owned the place already. She had dismissed Morah without so much as a second glance before she barged past her. Which was just as well, really. Because if she had paused to interact with her for just a moment, she might have noticed Morah’s face paling. She might have thought the sharp intake of breath, as Morah gasped, rather odd. She might even have noticed the flare of recognition in Morah’s eyes, as they widened in horror.


Because although Evelyn clearly didn’t recognise Morah, Morah knew exactly who Evelyn Malone was. She just never, in her wildest nightmares, thought she would have to share a house with her.









Chapter One


Present day


The best thing about her apartment – Evelyn didn’t like referring to it as a flat – was its proximity to the sea. 24 Ulysses Crescent not only overlooked the undulating spread of Dublin Bay from its elegant perch on the sought-after terrace, but was conveniently located just across the road from Mariner’s Cove, a favourite bathing spot, one which Evelyn – long before she came to live there – frequented. She was heading there now for her early-morning swim. She pulled on her red one-piece and tied up her shoulder-length hair with a favourite paisley headband. Her hair was no longer the glossy black mane of her youth (she had been referred to as a raven-haired beauty in those days), but neither was it grey. When she’d begun to resent the tyranny of covering her roots, Evelyn had consulted with her then hairdresser – a rather dashing man of Viennese and Polish extraction – who, despite his preference for his own sex, had both appreciated and understood the exact nature of Evelyn’s beauty and her dilemma. She had allowed him to persuade her to strip out the last of her faded colour and put in a platinum rinse. The result had been sensational. The dramatic flaxen white hair set off her olive skin and dark eyes to striking effect, and even now, twenty-five years later, she was maintaining the ritual. These days she frequented a local salon – not nearly as much fun as visiting dear Valerio, who had eventually moved abroad – but a similar effect was achieved, and the local salon was cheaper. Now that she was into ‘the third act’ as she referred to her stage in life, she was more prudent with money. After all, it didn’t grow on trees. Poor Lenny, her late husband, had had every intention of leaving her comfortably off – but as his financial portfolio was heavily invested in property, he had lost his shirt in the crash of 2008 and, unbeknown to Evelyn, had re-mortgaged the house in an effort to get back on track. When he’d died of a heart attack seven years later, the banks had swiftly announced they would repossess the house if Evelyn failed to pay her mortgage arrears, which was when she was alerted to the situation for the first time. The amount was quite impossible for her to come up with. But it would take a lot more than an implosion of the global economy to curtail Evelyn Malone – she had risen to the unforeseen occasion with aplomb. For the following two years she had continued to live in the house, stalling the banks with false promises and keeping herself afloat by the skin of her teeth. She’d sold the sleek Mercedes, the expensive jewellery, her late husband’s collection of modern art, which she had never shared his enthusiasm for. Money wasn’t everything: she had long ago left behind any attachment to things purely material (age was very liberating in that respect), and status symbols – whether designer handbags or flashy cars – no longer held any appeal. She had style, and no amount of money could buy that. Evelyn always looked terrific – back in her fashion-icon days and equally now, at seventy-six. A lot she put down to genetics: she had been lucky with her tall, lithe figure and looks – the former she maintained with swimming, yoga, and a careful diet, the latter with taste, attitude, and a penchant for flamboyance. Her surroundings, on the other hand, mattered greatly to her. That was why her apartment had been such a find.


In fact, her financial misfortune (the exasperated bank was by this time threatening a humiliating eviction) was how she had found number 3 – which just went to prove her motto: It’s an ill wind that blows no good. It was at a support group she had attended at the suggestion of a friend – for people who had lost their savings – that she had met retired doctor Ed Hamilton. He had been in a similar position previously, having lost his private pension in property speculation – and when they were chatting (she had naturally gravitated towards the most attractive man in the room to engage him in conversation) he’d mentioned that he’d had his old family home in Ulysses Crescent turned into flats. He himself had moved into the granny flat at the end of the garden and was surviving these days on his modest state pension and rent from his tenants. Evelyn had thought this both inventive and brave, and enquired whether he found strangers taking over his house upsetting – she also deduced there was no longer a living Mrs Hamilton. At seventy-eight years of age, Ed was two years her senior, and still a rather attractive and distinguished-looking man. But Doctor Ed had said his garden was far more important to him than any house, and this way he got to keep it, and his familiar address and neighbours – and into the bargain had made some wonderful new friends. ‘We’re like a big happy family,’ he had said, smiling. ‘In fact, one of the flats is just about to become vacant – I’m looking for a new tenant.’


When Evelyn had subsequently been given the guided tour, and seen the beautifully converted interior of number 24, with its wonderful period details, high ceilings and generous windows, she had immediately decided she had to live there, and begged Ed to give her number 3, on the first floor. It wasn’t terribly big, but the view over Dublin Bay was perfect, and the rent, although steep, was manageable. It would have to be, Evelyn had decided then, because the only alternative was to live with her daughter, Pauline, in London – and she didn’t know which of them would be more horrified at the prospect. Her artist son, Tristan – her golden boy, so different from his sister – was in New York, but living in America with him wasn’t on the cards either. He was an indigent artist and had already been a significant drain on her own finances as it was – not that she had begrudged it to him at the time, but things were different now.


So she had sold her antique furniture, and for good measure all the Georgian fixtures and fittings, including the many fireplaces, original plasterwork and floorboards – left the gutted remains of the house to the banks, and moved in to apartment number 3 at 24 Ulysses Crescent and embraced her new life. There was still one significant problem, however. She could only afford to pay for three months of this new life. After that her funds would run out. She needed to figure out a way to pay the rent for the rest of her life. It was while she had been swimming in the sea one freezing March morning that she’d had her lightbulb moment. There was someone she knew who could easily afford to help her out – and he owed her big time. She wondered why she hadn’t thought of it before. Bobby Radcliffe had let her down badly when it counted, and her whole life had pivoted on the repercussions. Despite her sworn assurances all those years ago – had it really been forty-odd? – that he would never hear from her again, it had been easy enough to track him down through his Dublin office. And he had been more than happy to help her. In fact he’d insisted upon it – especially when she had shared with him her revelation. He had been surprised and thrilled to hear from her, he’d told her – interrupting his precious time on the Portuguese golf course to take her call. More importantly, he was deeply grateful to her for keeping her secret to herself all this time. So the rent for her apartment in 24 Ulysses Crescent had been quickly taken care of, and the ongoing arrangement – such as it was – had been working perfectly well ever since. Evelyn had always been a survivor – she saw no reason to let some foolish decisions of her deceased husband get in the way of her having a pleasant lifestyle, even if it did mean bending the truth a little.


Now, she belted her white towelling robe tightly to show off her waist, slipped her feet into flip-flops and paused to consider herself in the full-length mirror before heading out. ‘Evelyn Malone,’ she said firmly, tilting her head to her reflection, ‘you are some woman for one woman!’


Outside, the terrace was bathed in early-morning light. The traffic on the main road hadn’t yet gained momentum, though the odd early starter whizzed by. Although a pedestrian traffic light had been erected to facilitate people crossing the road to Mariner’s Cove, Evelyn rarely needed to wait for it. She checked for oncoming cars – they tended to drive at high speed at this time of the morning, having the road mostly to themselves – but only a sports car was heading towards her. She put one foot on the road (she loved playing this game of chicken) and, sure enough, the driver slowed down and came to a considered halt – gallantly waving her across the road. She smiled her appreciation and waved back, jauntily making her way to the other side. The driver grinned and shook his head. It was a man, of course; a woman would have sped on by. As dear Bobby had always said to her: ‘Evie, if a woman has it at seventeen, she’ll have it at seventy-seven – and you’ve got it.’ Well, she had only another year to go to prove him right, and she certainly liked to think she would.


She passed the Martello round tower on her right and made her way down the steps to the cove. Already a group of regulars were in the water or towelling themselves down, a few enjoying a hot drink from the flask they’d brought with them for their après-swim chat. Although it was late May now, and the days were getting warmer, the early mornings were still cold – especially when just out of the water.


‘Morning, Evelyn.’ An older man was making his way out of the water. ‘It’s beautiful in there today.’


‘Morning, Peter. I’ve been looking forward to this since last night.’ She waded in and slipped under, the briskly cool water enveloping her like silk as she swam over to a circle of women treading water and chatting.


‘Here’s Evelyn now, you can ask her yourself!’ One of them nodded in her direction.


‘Ask Evelyn what?’ She lay back, floating, and tipped up her toes, chin tucked towards her chest.


‘How do you look so amazing?’ the girl asked wonderingly. ‘You’re in such good shape …’


‘For an oldie, you mean?’


‘No! By any standards. Your figure – it’s unbelievable.’


‘She’s always looked like that. Haven’t you, Evelyn?’ An older woman with a creased face smiled.


‘I’ve been lucky, I won’t deny it. But swimming definitely helps – and so did smoking until everyone got all goody-goody about it and made us give up. I put on a few pounds then, I can tell you.’


‘And I bet you lost all three of them a week later too.’ A large woman with broken veins on her face laughed.


‘You know me, Sally – I’m always running around doing something. I can’t sit still at all.’


‘Grandad says you used to be a real heartbreaker in your day.’ Sally’s daughter Carole eyed her speculatively.


‘Tell your grandad it still is my day.’


The girl laughed.


‘You don’t have a mean bone in your body, do you, Evelyn?’ Sally said to the group in general. ‘Evelyn’s probably the most idolised person in Abbottsville! We all aspire to being Evelyn one day. What I wouldn’t give for your energy – I don’t know how you do it. Swimming, painting, yoga – and she still finds time to help out Nessa with the castle fair.’


The young girl looked suitably chastened. ‘I didn’t mean—’


‘Of course you didn’t – I know that.’ Evelyn grinned, splashing water towards her. ‘But less of the used to be … Both Goldie Hawn and Joanna Lumley are seventy-six too, you know – and you don’t see them slowing down.’


‘Who?’ Carole looked blank as the older women laughed.


‘See what you’re up against?’ Sally said.


‘That’s my cue to move on, I think. See you later, girls!’ Evelyn stretched away from them and kicked off, before turning onto her back and executing a strong, graceful backstroke out into the bay.


When she got out of the water twenty minutes later, and reached for her towel robe on the railing, she caught sight of two of the other tenants in the house – Nessa, the girl who ran the local vegan café, organised the fair, and did tarot card readings on the side, was chatting to Mike, from flat number 1, who was their resident sculptor.


‘Hi, Evelyn.’ Nessa greeted her warmly. ‘It’s warmed up quite a bit, hasn’t it?’ She was referring to the water temperature, which had finally reached double digits.


‘It’s divine!’ Evelyn sat down on a low wall to pat her feet dry. ‘Isn’t this a bit early for you, Mike?’ Evelyn lifted her eyebrows at the tall dark-haired guy who was pulling on a sweatshirt.


‘He’s been trying to beat you to it recently, Evelyn.’ Nessa grinned. ‘Ever since I told him you were always the first one down in the mornings.’


‘I thought you were one of the mid-day brigade,’ Evelyn said to him.


‘I am, usually.’ He shrugged. ‘I just thought I’d change up my routine now that the sculpture is at the foundry.’


‘That’s so exciting,’ Nessa said. ‘I can’t wait to see it. When’s it going up?’


‘About another month. Give or take … I’m expecting to hear from the council any day now with a date.’


‘Well, I hope he’s good-looking, your sculpture, if he’s going to be a permanent fixture,’ Evelyn said. ‘Either way, I think a bronze embodiment of a man looking out to sea, refusing to give up hope for the return of his wife lost in a shipwreck, is both romantic and a very timely reminder to all of you men not to take us women for granted.’


‘I’m not sure that’s the intention of the council in commemorating the tragedy of the 1807 shipwreck, Evelyn.’ Mike grinned. ‘But I’ll bear it in mind.’


‘Any chance of a sneak preview?’ Evelyn asked.


‘Nice try.’ Mike grinned. ‘Afraid it’s strictly under wraps – but I’m happy with it.’


‘Well, I’m sure it will be worth the wait.’ Evelyn waved as she headed off. ‘Have a wonderful day, guys!’ She ran up the steps.


‘Evelyn, be careful!’ Nessa called after her, shaking her blonde curls. ‘I don’t know how she doesn’t kill herself,’ she said to Mike. ‘Those flip-flops are lethal if you hit a wet patch. I’ve seen younger people than her come a cropper.’


‘I don’t think caution has found its way into Evelyn’s vocabulary,’ Mike said, looking after her as she disappeared.


‘She’s amazing, really. I’ve never known anyone her age – no, make that anyone of any age – who’s so … engaged with life. She puts us all to shame. I think we need a support group to cope with living under the same roof as her.’


‘Well, I just hope I have her appetite for life when I’m at that stage.’


[image: image]


Evelyn was smiling to herself as she crossed the road and made her way around the corner and into Ulysses Crescent, waving at more friends who were on their way down. The first swim of the day always made her feel incredible, gave her a high that lasted all day. With a bit of luck she might fit another one in later – although she’d promised to meet Dana, who was revamping her small art gallery in the town, and go over her colour scheme with her. Thinking of the gallery brought Evelyn’s thoughts back to Mike. That body of his was quite a work of art itself … if she were forty years younger, thirty even! He was tall – six two or three, easily – she saw that when she stood beside him, being five foot nine herself. And Nessa was clearly smitten by him. Evelyn couldn’t say she blamed her. Despite being perfectly polite and friendly, Mike had an intriguing, rather introverted manner, Evelyn had observed. One that suggested an intensely private character – there was an invisible barrier underneath the affable exterior which would make women insanely keen to get past.


Nessa, for all her pretty liveliness and flirtatious manner, didn’t stand a chance with him. Evelyn saw that right away. All her life Evelyn had been able to read men with an invisible radar. As a younger woman she had known at the exchange of a first glance whether or not a man could be hers – and she never bothered, much less worried, about ones that wouldn’t. It had saved her a lifetime of heartaches and wasted emotions and probably accounted for her reputation as a heartbreaker. She hadn’t been, though – Evelyn didn’t break hearts: she just made very sure no one got to break hers, which was an entirely different kettle of fish. She only wished more women followed her example. But in the end heartache had sought her out and found her anyway. If she had been a more reflective woman she might have reasoned that she deserved it. But Evelyn didn’t do regrets or wishful thinking – that way disaster lay. Instead she ploughed relentlessly forward; it was the only way she knew how.


She reached for her front-door key and let herself in to the impressive hall with its sea-green walls and diagonally laid large black and white marble tiles. The tall gilt-framed mirror that hung on the opposite wall reflected her image in the flattering early sunlight filtered through the stained-glass fanlight over the front door. Inside it was still quiet, most of the other residents yet to go about their day. From upstairs, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee floated in the air. She wandered over to the antique hall desk, where she noticed that her online order of books had arrived in yesterday’s post – she must have missed them. Picking the package up, she continued up the first flight of stairs which ran along the right of the house before sweeping across to the left on the return, and then up again along the far wall towards the first floor, when Stella from number 4, her neighbour across the way who was an estate agent, flew past her and headed downstairs to her first showing of the day. ‘Morning, Evelyn!’


‘Morning, darling!’ Evelyn waved at Stella’s retreating back without turning around and began to tear her package open as the young woman ran down the stairs and out the door – and that was when it happened. Evelyn’s flip-flop caught on the stair tread – she staggered, then lost her balance, grasping wildly for the banister before tumbling back the four steps to the landing. For a terribly long moment, all she could do was try to catch her breath, before severe pain radiated sharply from her groin on her left side. Struggling to push herself up on her forearms, she looked back at her left leg which remained twisted outwards at an unnatural angle. For the first time in her life, Evelyn Malone couldn’t move. She was unable to get up. ‘Oh, shit,’ she whispered.









Chapter Two


The rain-wet slates of Hackney rooftops sparkled below her in the evening sunlight as Pauline Malone glanced out the window of her tiny kitchen, idly rubbing the top of the oven with a scouring sponge, phone to the ear in her other hand. It had been a wet spring, but according to the latest forecasts, the rest of May would be warm and dry.


‘You really should go over, Pauline – I would if I didn’t have this exhibition coming up. Hopefully I’ll be able to shift a couple of my bigger paintings …’ She listened to her half-brother Tristan’s laboured sigh, feeling the habitual detachment. It was easy to issue orders from across the Atlantic – easy to list the reasons why – when your most pressing concern was making everyone understand what a misunderstood artist you were. She pictured him pushing a hand through his golden hair. The American twang was stronger than the last time they had spoken.


‘I can’t just drop everything,’ she said. The sponge moved more urgently now across the hob – exasperation always made her edgy. ‘I’m needed here, you know.’ Her voice rose and she swallowed, hating the defensive tone that crept in. There was no contest, of course. There never had been. Tristan always came out on top. He won because he was the much younger child, the golden boy. He won because he was an artist, not a dull, boring social worker. He won because he wasn’t her. Pauline had inherited the features that made women consider her late father ruggedly handsome – while Tristan had inherited his own father’s height and looks along with a twist of Evelyn’s fine-boned, graceful beauty. Pauline had been Lacey to his Cagney. More Frances McDormand than Frances Farmer.


People who got to know her over the years – friends, acquaintances, work colleagues – gathered reasonably quickly that Pauline’s relationship with her mother was a ‘difficult’ one. That was, if they discovered she had a mother at all. Pauline – if at all possible – avoided mentioning her. It was easier not to. Talking about Evelyn made her real – and it was hard enough to keep her looming shadow out of mind. Pauline had managed the out of sight bit, but it didn’t lessen the acute sense of humiliation that clung like a second skin – of knowing she was and always had been a disappointment to her mother. In the early days she had subconsciously sought attention by rebelling – until it had become apparent that Evelyn had neither the insight nor the inclination to discover what, if anything, was at the root of her daughter’s contrariness. Eventually, the rebellion had escalated to the level at which Pauline was happy to acknowledge she was a distinct embarrassment to her mother, and over the years both had mutually if tacitly agreed not to burden the other with their presence unless absolutely necessary. Birthday and Christmas cards were exchanged and that was about it. Pauline assumed – correctly it turned out – that the arrangement had resulted in a certain relief for Evelyn. As for herself, she had become exhausted – and the estrangement, which continued to the present day, was easier than admitting that her mother had no interest whatsoever in, or affection for, her only daughter.


‘She wouldn’t want me there, Tristan. I’m sure she’d much rather depend on her wonderful circle of friends who love her so much.’


‘Pauline, she’s your mother, for heaven’s sake. That’s the bottom line.’


Pauline knew her relationship with their mother was totally confusing to Tristan, who continued to be exasperated by their estrangement.


‘This is a chance for you to finally bond with her, Pauline. You could look after her while she recuperates.’


Pauline almost laughed out loud at the idea. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘It would be an opportunity, Pauline … she’s seventy-six. She won’t be here forever. She’d like to at least hear from you – I know she would.’


‘You mean you’d like her to hear from me.’


There was a pause then, during which Pauline guessed Tristan was biting back his next comment and rolling his eyes … while she grudgingly reminded herself she wasn’t fifteen anymore and something would have to be done about the matter. Also, she didn’t want to alienate her only sibling. It wasn’t Tristan’s fault, any of this.


‘Look, leave it with me and I’ll think about visiting her,’ she said. ‘They’re not letting her out of hospital just yet, are they?’


‘No … no – another week or so, her surgeon said.’


She could hear the relief in his voice that she hadn’t outright refused. He sounded tired. She had to remember that he had his own worries too. A career that had never got off the ground, and possibly a growing suspicion was dawning that he wasn’t really the golden boy their mother had always led him to believe he was.


‘Let’s talk in a few days,’ she said.


She put her phone down on the countertop – only noticing then that the fingers on her other hand had been rubbed raw by her furious scouring.









Chapter Three


‘So,’ Truth had said to her without preamble on the phone the following day, ‘I’ll be free next week, and I’ve booked us into a lovely country house hotel in Oxfordshire for this weekend – and you’re coming with me. We need to catch up, Mum, it’s been ages – it’ll be a belated birthday present as well.’


‘You already sent me a birthday present, Tru.’ Pauline had glanced at the wonderful flower arrangement her daughter had sent her, which took up almost the entire hall. Her council flat in the tower block was tiny, but she finally owned it outright, and the address was in the now trendy part of Hackney. Looking out over the rooftops below her, lit by early-morning or evening sun, and wondering about the lives going on underneath them was one of her favourite things to do. It reminded her of Mary Poppins for some bizarre reason.


‘Well, you deserve another one.’ Pauline had heard the grin in her daughter’s voice. ‘Just take Friday and Monday off.’


What was it with her brother, and now her daughter, assuming she could just demand time off? ‘I can’t just take off whenever I feel like it, Tru. I’ll have to clear it with Sheila.’ Pauline had frowned, thinking about the compassionate leave she was already in the process of working out with her colleagues in the women’s shelter. Tristan had texted her that Evelyn was coming out of hospital the following week. Pauline still couldn’t quite get her head around it – she suspected she was in denial. Facing anything to do with her mother had that effect on her – never mind the thought of going back to Dublin after over thirty years.


‘I’ll have to check with work.’ Pauline had sighed, then added hurriedly, ‘But that sounds absolutely lovely, Tru, thank you.’


In the event, her boss, Sheila, had insisted she take the long weekend. ‘Of course you must, Pauline! You never take time off. It’ll be lovely for you spending time with Tru – especially facing into the other thing …’ Sheila knew the toll the prospective trip to Dublin was taking on Pauline.


And now, here she was, sitting in a fluffy bathrobe by a heated swimming pool admiring her newly painted finger nails and toenails, watching her daughter clock up seemingly effortless lengths of the pool.


An hour later, after an elegant and delicious afternoon tea of the tiniest and most delicate sandwiches Pauline had ever seen, and scones with cream and jam that melted in her mouth, they went back to their suite for a rest before dinner.


‘I can hardly keep my eyes open.’ Pauline smiled sleepily at her daughter who was propped up by cushions on the other bed, looking at her laptop.


‘You’re not supposed to – this is a rest for you, remember?’


‘Fine one to talk, you are.’ Pauline frowned at the laptop. ‘We agreed, no work – remember?’


‘It’s not work, I’m just checking email.’


Pauline worried about her daughter although she was intensely proud of her. She thought she worked too hard, and she looked more drawn and tired since she had last seen her. Truth had always been driven. She was a gifted student who had seemed to take exams and scholarships in her stride – only Pauline knew the intense work and study that had gone into her seemingly meteoric rise up the career ladder. After obtaining a double first in law from Oxford, and completing her bar training, Truth had been accepted to a sought-after chambers for pupillage and was the youngest barrister called to the bar that year. Now part of a successful and thriving practice, Truth represented victims of sexual assault or women who had been sexually harassed or excluded in the workplace – and her prosecuting skills and reputation brought frowns of concern and displeasure from opposing lawyers who were informed they would be coming up against her.


Pauline studied her now, while Truth was immersed in her screen, quietly marvelling yet again at the miracle of nature and favourable genetic arrangements that had somehow been responsible for bringing this gorgeous creature into the world. She remembered holding her in the hospital, that very first time, looking into those big dark eyes that had seemed to see right through her, that were at once so wise and unperturbed – and the names she had been so undecided about, had dithered over to distraction, and had driven Tony mad with over the preceding nine months had all faded to nothing as she’d gazed in wonder at her infant daughter. She had named her Truth, there and then. Later she had decided she had named her after Sojourner Truth, the famous abolitionist and women’s rights activist, and partly that was the case – somewhere in her memory, she figured that had probably been where she had heard the name – but Pauline knew deep down that when she had looked at Truth, gazed at her, wondered at her, she knew above all else that she wanted this perfect girl child to be untarnished by all the false, manipulative narratives she had been fed by her own mother. And so she’d named her daughter Truth. Although secretly she believed the child had named herself. The name had come to Pauline so suddenly and so insistently as she had held her that anything else had seemed laughably inappropriate.


In the dining room later that evening, Pauline sipped a glass of red wine while she waited for Truth – who had been held up on a phone call – to join her. She was looking at the few other diners dotted around, and wondering if sitting in the formal room with its huge windows, silk drapes and mirrored over-mantels was as much an unexpected treat for them as for her – or was dining in places where waiters hovered solicitously second nature to them? She fingered the pristine cutlery mindlessly, fiddled with the starched napkin and then reminded herself sternly to keep still. She was so accustomed to fixing and straightening and polishing things around her, she found it almost impossible to just sit and be waited on. She wondered was it obvious … but sneaking another glance around the room she saw that no one was taking any undue notice of her. On the contrary, their collective glances seemed to be drawn in the opposite direction towards the main doors, which had swung open and were now being held by two members of staff. Through them walked Truth, all five foot ten inches of her, in Converse trainers, skinny jeans, and a long white silk shirt. Looking at her daughter – as a stranger might – Pauline could see why heads turned when she passed by. She had Tony’s height and easy, long-limbed gait, his olive-skinned colouring, dark hair and arresting eyes framed by unfairly thick lashes and naturally full, striking brows. Her nose, which still had the slight bump from when she fell out of her buggy as a toddler, curved slightly downwards at its tip, but managed to perfectly balance her rather large mouth, which – grinning now, as she caught sight of Pauline – revealed her perfectly aligned white teeth. Watching her, Pauline decided there was something different about Truth since the last time she had seen her, which was just over a month ago – but she couldn’t pinpoint exactly what. Her hair was pretty much the same, still long and straight, a few layers added maybe, but there was something a little guarded in her expression, and she seemed to be a bit on edge.


‘That was Dad, I couldn’t get him off the phone.’ Truth sat down breathlessly. Truth and her father, Tony, had reconnected six years ago and maintained a sporadic, if reasonably affectionate, and mostly, as far as Pauline could tell, online relationship.


‘How is he?’ Pauline made an ongoing effort to be neutral when she enquired about her erstwhile partner.


‘Still shacked up with the German broad.’


Truth shrugged. Tony’s ongoing liaisons with successive women over the years had become a source of either mild amusement or grudging disbelief – depending on Pauline’s humour. The same devil-may-care attitude and irresponsible habits that she had found so beguiling and attractive in her youth (how had she ever found living in a squat empowering?) were, not surprisingly, the death knell to their brief relationship. As a permanently out-of-work musician, reluctant to pursue any kind of real job, Tony and his charms had lasted only long enough for him to stay around for Truth’s first eighteen months. Pauline assumed the women who had taken her place over the years had been equally charmed initially, until either they, or he, had been unable to tolerate the tedium and requirements of normal domesticity.


‘This one’s lasting longer than most,’ Truth observed, pouring some water.


‘He’s getting old, that’s why.’


‘Sixty-five isn’t old!’ Truth’s eyebrows lifted.


‘In your father’s case, you’re probably right,’ Pauline said. ‘I’m pretty sure he’s just as incapable of acting his age now as when we were together.’


‘People do grow up, you know.’ Truth looked at her pointedly. ‘You guys were only together for just over two years, remember.’


‘I knew all I needed to know – believe me.’


‘He might have changed, that’s all. It was a long time ago.’


It was, but it didn’t feel like it – not when Pauline thought about it. The years had passed in a blink.


She remembered doing her Leaving Certificate in the Dublin technical college after being kicked out of yet another private school for doing drugs and refusing to abandon her punk hair and clothes. Then she had gone to London, had finally got away. She’d hooked up with friends of friends, all doing pretty much what she did: going to gigs, flashing their punk credentials, getting out of it, getting the dole – and crashing in the squat where she’d wake shivering and bleary-eyed and do it all over again. She shuddered now at the thought. Tony, nine years her senior, of British African-Caribbean heritage, all long limbs and leather, with his piercing green eyes and guitar-strumming, had seemed so exotic to her then – dangerous, anarchic, exciting. When she’d discovered she was pregnant she was shocked, and unexpectedly confused, totally unprepared for Tony’s reaction – which had been to tell her to relax, that it would be fun to have a kid around. And it was fun, in the very beginning – until the social worker found them a flat and encouraged Tony to get a job. Then it hadn’t been fun at all …


But having Truth had saved her – Pauline was sure of it. Without her, she didn’t like to think how her self-destructive tendencies might have played out. When Tony had left them – without a forwarding address – Pauline had straightened herself out, and with the help of her social worker had traced confirmation of her exam results in Dublin (she’d been surprised to see how well she had done) and been admitted to the training scheme which led to a part-time university degree course and her subsequent career in social work.


‘Maybe,’ Pauline conceded.


It wasn’t her intention to belittle Truth’s father to her, but she wanted her to be vigilant about the tendency to addiction in the family and to protect Truth from any possible let-downs. Truth had eventually tracked Tony down when she was ready to – on Facebook – and he had been eager to re-establish contact, delighted and relieved, Pauline suspected, that not only was his abandoned daughter now a highly respected lawyer but a high-earning one, who would not be burdening her father with requests for financial support. Truth had visited Tony once or twice, met his two other children – a brother and sister both a lot younger than her and with different mothers – and Truth now seemed to be tolerantly affectionate towards her father. As for any addictive tendencies, Pauline needn’t have worried – apart from working too hard, Truth didn’t smoke, take drugs, or drink to excess. She was independent to a fault and under no illusions about ever relying on a man to complete her life. In fact, sometimes Pauline wondered if she had gone too far in that respect, indoctrinating her daughter as she had while she was growing up – but she was so intent on keeping her safe and free from unhealthy relationships with either substances or men that she hadn’t been able to hold back.


‘How’s Josh?’ Pauline changed the subject.


‘He’s good – last time I saw him.’


Pauline looked at her. ‘Meaning?’


‘We decided to consciously uncouple,’ Truth said, looking innocent.


‘Really?’ Pauline was taken aback. She had rather liked Josh, even if he had been a bit buttoned-up and posh – he had always been nice to Pauline on the few occasions they had met and was obviously mad about Truth. ‘Why?’


Truth shrugged. ‘We just sort of ran out of road, I guess. Not enough in common. I didn’t really see a future together.’


‘You could’ve fooled me.’ Pauline didn’t push it. She recognised the evasive tone – there would be no point in enquiring further.


‘So,’ Truth said after they had finished dinner and were having coffee, ‘you’re still stressed about Grandma Evelyn, yeah?’ She eyed Pauline. ‘I can tell.’


Pauline knew there was no point protesting. But before she could speak, Truth went on.


‘I’ve been thinking …’


‘What?’


‘Well, I know this might sound like a random idea, but … I’m on a natural break after this last case, and chambers are giving me some time off to recharge my batteries. I want to go off-grid for a while as well, social media-wise. Ireland would be a nice place to relax – I think I should go over and stay with Grandma Evelyn in Dublin, instead of you feeling like you have to just because Tristan wants you to. We can phone and text to keep you in the loop.’


‘You!’


‘Yeah. What’s the problem with that? I’ve never been to Dublin, and I can’t remember the last time I met Grandma Evelyn—’


‘You were seven years old.’ Pauline remembered the awkward First Holy Communion lunch acutely.


‘Exactly. I’d like to get to know her before she, like, dies or something – and I’d like to go to Dublin, have a look around. I don’t have any history with her, like you do – and then you won’t have to get stressed about anything.’


For just a second, Pauline considered the possibility and had an unconscious intake of breath. The thought wasn’t just freeing, it was … glorious! She must have hesitated just an instant too long because Truth pressed on.


‘See! I knew you were stressed about it. You know,’ she pressed, ‘you’ve never really told me why you and Grandma Evelyn don’t get along. What exactly happened between you to cause this rift?’


Pauline chose her words carefully. ‘Nothing specific happened as such. Sometimes I just think children are born to the wrong parents. Evelyn was the wrong mother for me and I certainly seemed to have been the wrong daughter for her. We just didn’t understand each other. We’re both a lot happier without each other in our respective lives,’ she said. ‘But that’s no reason that you shouldn’t get along like a house on fire with her. Most people think she’s wonderful. She’s certainly very charming, when she wants to be.’


‘Well that settles it. There’s absolutely no point, Mum, in putting yourself through that kind of stress when you don’t have to. I’ll go. Okay?’


‘But you—’


‘But I what? I don’t know how to look after someone? You’re not exactly a nurse yourself – and I’m good with people, you’ve often said so. I’m young, agile and willing.’ She wiggled her eyebrows. ‘Besides, Uncle Tris said there’s some sort of community nurse who’ll be coming in. And it won’t be a drag for me the way it obviously is for you. It might even be fun …’


‘Ah,’ said Pauline, realising Truth and Tristan had already discussed the viability of Truth going to Dublin instead of her. Not that Pauline minded, it was just that she wondered at her daughter’s sudden enthusiasm and interest in going to stay with her grandmother. What Pauline had been about to say was, But you don’t know what she’s like, and Truth didn’t, how could she? But then, what Truth said made a lot of sense. She had a right to get to know her grandmother, while she still could. And Truth was well able to handle herself – she wouldn’t be swayed or intimidated by Evelyn. But it was the more insidious thought that bothered her: Evelyn could be so manipulative … what if she got inside Truth’s head? What if she tried to change her, if it affected their own relationship? Pauline couldn’t bear to think of that.


‘I’m not sure …’


‘Well, I’m sure. So that’s settled then.’


After they’d retired to their room, Truth flung herself down on her bed and back against the mountain of pillows – reaching for the remote control to turn on the TV. An advertisement for the Irish tourist board immediately filled the screen with beautiful scenery and people strolling through ancient sites and socialising happily on pub benches.


‘See? It’s a sign.’ Truth was pleased. ‘Six weeks in Dublin will be cool.’


‘Six weeks? That long? I thought you meant a short visit.’


‘No, six weeks – it’s not a biggie …’


‘Tru, really – I don’t think—’


‘I want to do this, okay?’


Pauline recognised the stubborn set of her chin, and held her hands up. ‘Alright … but don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ Pauline assumed Truth wanted or needed to get away after breaking up with Josh. It was the only explanation for this extraordinary decision. ‘And Truth?’


‘What?’


‘If it gets difficult, I can come over.’


‘Difficult?’ Truth laughed. ‘Mum, I argue for a living! Relax, will you? I can do this. And anyway, I want to check out my Irish roots – it’s half my ancestry, after all.’


‘Well, it certainly is that,’ Pauline agreed.


And that’s when it hit her – it wasn’t that her daughter looked different, it was that Pauline, caught off-guard, had allowed herself to see her objectively as she had walked into the dining room earlier. Truth hadn’t changed … it was Pauline who had been refusing to acknowledge the evidence before her that was as plain as the nose on her face – that her beloved daughter had turned into the living image of her grandmother. She could see it now, from old photographs, and it almost took her breath away. Truth Malone was like a carbon copy of Evelyn as a young woman in her heyday. But in every other respect – as far as Pauline was concerned – Truth couldn’t be more unlike Evelyn. And that’s the way Pauline intended things to remain. She had put a lot of work into raising Truth to be an independent, modern, empathetic young woman. She just hoped going to Dublin to stay with Evelyn wouldn’t mess with Truth’s head. Tristan would no doubt have painted a much sunnier version of Evelyn when talking to Truth. Nevertheless, Truth had a right to get to know her grandmother – it remained to be seen just what she would make of her … and there was nothing whatsoever Pauline could do to influence the outcome, without betraying her own values and sense of fair play.









Chapter Four


Morah turned the key in the lock and slowly pushed open the door. For a moment she remained on the threshold, savouring the anticipation of finally being able to inspect Evelyn’s flat in detail. Or rather – Morah reminded herself – her apartment, as Evelyn referred to it. Well, she would, wouldn’t she? Apartment sounded more glamorous than just plain old flat – and Evelyn was all about image.


The place didn’t disappoint. Walking in through the short hallway (which was as far as she had ever been able to see before) with its darkly polished floors and scattered rugs, she closed the door softly behind her, resisting the urge to tip-toe. The bedroom was to the left, and a small cloakroom to the right. Beyond these, the reason Evelyn had fallen in love with the flat became apparent. The proportions of the main room, with its tall picture windows, were magnificent. There was a view out to sea at the front and onto the communal garden at the back – and beyond that to the Dublin mountains. The small kitchen made up in character for what it lacked in space. Morah walked around slowly, noting every detail. She had to hand it to the woman – Evelyn had taste. No one else would have dared to decorate so boldly. The walls at first glance appeared to be almost black, but on closer inspection were a deep grey. They glittered with gilt-framed paintings of every size whose jewelled colours were accentuated by the dark background. There were framed photographs too – she would examine those later. Over the marble fireplace a huge ornate mirror hung, reflecting the light from the windows. One had the impression of entering a kind of secret place … an Aladdin’s cave of treasures. The windows were draped with deep pink silk similar to the sumptuously upholstered and cushioned sofas, with a scattering of individual, smaller novelty cushions, some with witty sayings. The whole effect was both daring and immaculately tasteful. Morah tried to recall what it reminded her of – she knew she had seen something similar, somewhere. And then it came to her – Blakes Hotel in London, which had caused such a stir when it opened its doors in 1978. Morah had never been there, but she knew it had been a hotspot in its time from the many society magazines she had assiduously bought and hoarded over the years – and she remembered how daring the dark, exotic interior décor had been considered by the gossip columns. She went back to the bedroom, where the colours were reversed – here the walls were deep pink and the drapes were grey silk. The bedroom also looked out to sea, and the large bed was dressed in plain white, with a grey silk spread turned back and matching smaller silk cushions resting against the larger pillows. A silk Chinese robe hung limply from a hook on the back of the door. Another large mirror took up almost the entire space of the far wall, and Morah was caught momentarily in its reflection. A small, tidy woman of a certain age in a white overall looked back at her. Her figure was still trim, and her tinted yellow hair with the fringe that stopped just over her heavily pencilled brows was curled and held back with two tortoiseshell combs in a style that had remained unchanged in twenty-odd years. Her lip colour and nails always matched, and she still wore full make-up, giving her apple-cheeked complexion a rather doll-like, powdery appearance. Despite the lines she had acquired over the years – the dimples her father had always loved were still there when she smiled, when he used to call her his ‘little peach blossom’ – genuine smiles were rare these days. It hadn’t always been like that, though. That was just how things had turned out. Life could be cruel like that. Way back when, Morah Finlay, like so many others, had been a girl with dreams. Hers had just got trampled on. The face in the mirror tightened. She turned away, opening the wardrobe behind her, set into the wall, running her hands along the rail of clothes ranging from casual to flamboyant, before pulling out a colourful kaftan-style dress. Holding it up to her neck, she studied her reflection in the mirror, regarding the effect. She didn’t have Evelyn’s height, of course, wouldn’t have got away with any of the styles Evelyn favoured – but most of them wouldn’t have been to Morah’s taste anyway. She put the garment back. There was no time for dawdling. She didn’t have to rush, she would have plenty of opportunities over the next week or so while Evelyn was in hospital, but she couldn’t take an inordinately long time in the flat either – and there was something she was hoping to find. First she would do what she had been instructed to by Doctor Ed.


The others – Evelyn’s fan club, as Morah privately referred to them – had got such a shock when they had heard what happened to her. Evelyn of all people – so fit and agile, even if she was in her seventies. It had been Nessa, returning from her own morning swim, who had found Evelyn and called the ambulance. Doctor Ed had driven to the hospital the minute he heard about it, and stayed with Evelyn until she had been stabilised and the course of treatment decided upon. That had been a week ago. In the meantime, Morah had been entrusted to keep an eye on the apartment in Evelyn’s absence and to make any necessary arrangements. She already kept a key, of course, to all the other flats – in case of lockouts or emergencies – that was part of her duties. But until now she had never had one to Evelyn’s flat – only Doctor Ed was allowed that privilege. He had given it to Morah this morning, along with the instructions to make up the bed in the spare room. And Morah would do anything for Doctor Ed. As far as she was concerned, he had helped her put her life back together, and she was eternally grateful to him.


At the time – almost ten years ago now – Morah had hardly been able to believe her ears when Doctor Ed had suggested the arrangement. She had attended his practice as a patient over the years, ever since she had returned to Dublin after her depressive episode. She had been horribly nervous and fragile on her return, even if it was to a different part of the city from where she had previously lived with the family whose children she had cared for so lovingly. Dear Susan and little Joey, they’d be all grown up now – she often thought of them, still kept a photo of them on her dresser. Doctor Ed had been so kind to her then, as she had gradually confided in him – told him about how she had been sent home to her elderly parents in the midlands in disgrace, her good name ruined. She had been so upset at having to leave her charges – especially little Joey, who would have been too young to understand where or why she had gone. That had been the hardest part. Telling her parents had been gruelling in a different way – explaining why being fired from the job she loved so much, up in the big city, hadn’t been her fault. It was enough that a child coming to harm could have happened on her watch – she who loved him so devotedly. Then, of course, the rumours had found their nasty, insinuating way back to Morah’s home town, and eventually reached her parents – who although trusting, were naïve and easily swayed by the majority. And the majority had been of the opinion that Morah Finley had always had ideas about herself, ideas of grandeur, had been too big for her small-town boots. Had considered herself too cosmopolitan for a place like Lurganbarry. Episodes from long ago were resurrected, aired for reinspection – like the time she was suspended from school for being caught smoking and drinking beer with a local lad behind the bicycle sheds. Or that she had been the first to sport short shorts in the middle of winter, albeit over dark tights. The undeniable fact that the lads had called her a ‘goer’. No mention was made of the love she had for children, how they loved her in return, her willingness to babysit for little or no recompense at the drop of a hat, or the way she had selflessly and without griping dedicated herself to caring for and bathing her paralysed grandmother until her death, or helped her own mother dutifully in the house and on the small farm holding while her brother and father went drinking and carousing at the local fairs. None of that was recalled at all.


Lying low at home had been even more hellish than she had anticipated. The depression had set in quickly, followed by the breakdown, and once she had escaped incarceration at the local mental health institution, she had fled back to Dublin to survive any way she knew how. Then she had, by the grace of God, been directed to Doctor Ed, who had listened to her, adjusted and sorted her medication, directed her to a support group and eventually helped her get on the training course so she could become a proper healthcare assistant, a companion to the elderly and vulnerable. When the second of her long-term clients who she had lived with passed away, it was Doctor Ed who told her of his scheme to turn his house into flats and how he would need a caretaker on site – and that a small flat would go with the position. It was the second time in her life that he had saved her. She had thought then that it was too good to be true. She loved the house, her duties and her fellow tenants. But then one of the tenants had left. And Morah had found, to her enormous shock, that Evelyn Malone – the woman responsible for ruining her life – would be the new arrival.


Despite her shock, Morah certainly wasn’t going to allow anyone – let alone the woman she detested above all others – get in the way of the perfect job and position for her golden years and the dear little studio flat that went with it. Evelyn Malone had caused far too much damage already in the short time Morah’s life had intersected with hers. She wasn’t going to let it happen again. When Evelyn had arrived that day and buzzed her way back into Morah’s life through the impatient pressing of the intercom, she had been far too concerned with directing the entire moving operation to realise the effect she’d had on Morah, who was seeing her again after all these years. And in that same instant, Morah understood that Evelyn had no idea who had just opened the door to her. She didn’t recognise Morah. And why would she? Apart from the passage of years, Morah’s own appearance had changed utterly. Her hair was now tinted blonde, and she wore a neat overall. New lines and wrinkles had appeared that told of her inner struggles in the intervening time, and her formally plump face was now hollowed. Understanding that she was in the category of ‘household staff’, Evelyn had barely glanced at her. And in the days that followed, she had been charmingly dismissive of her, concentrating her efforts on impressing and beguiling the new neighbours who would be of real interest and importance. It gave Morah untold delight then – as it did now – that Evelyn Malone had no idea who she was, or what – more to the point – Morah knew about her.


Initially Morah hadn’t been happy about the news of Evelyn’s granddaughter coming over to stay with her for the duration of her post-hip-replacement rehabilitation. She had envisaged herself assuming the role. It was the obvious solution. That would have given her plenty of time to look around – though on the other hand it might have been more awkward, not to mention irritating. This way – although her time was limited – at least she was in the flat alone and unsupervised, and could go about her business uninterrupted. Morah had been waiting patiently for five years – since Evelyn had moved into flat 3 – to have just such an opportunity, and she wasn’t going to waste it now. She was determined to find something, anything, that might help her get back at Evelyn for the monstrously unfair injustice done to her all those years ago, and more specifically, the part Evelyn had played in it.


This granddaughter, according to Doctor Ed, was a girl whom Evelyn hadn’t even laid eyes on since she was a child. What if they didn’t hit it off? Evelyn would be trapped – stuck in her beautiful (if rather small) apartment, unable to go out or drive, or even to swim – with what could very well turn out to be a sullen, unobliging thirty-something. Evelyn would be at the girl’s mercy. Morah had a moment of deep satisfaction at the prospect, taking out the fresh sheets from the airing cupboard to make up the spare bed in Evelyn’s office, as the small second room was referred to. This was where the unknown granddaughter would sleep while she was here. And her name! Doctor Ed had told them when he’d sent the WhatsApp message to their small group to keep them all in the loop as to how Evelyn was doing. ‘Truth’, he’d told them, was the name of the young woman who would be coming to stay with Evelyn. Morah had almost laughed out loud when she’d read it. Not because she thought it was silly – sure all the young ones had daft names these days, many named after fruit, or even the weather: Apple and Storm sprang to mind. No, it was the outrageous irony of it. That the biggest, most brazen lying bitch she had ever encountered should have a granddaughter named Truth almost took Morah’s breath away. Of course no one knew the real story. Evelyn was far too clever to let anyone see that side of her. And even if people did know, they would probably say Evelyn had mellowed with time – developed a conscience, perhaps. The accumulation of years did that to a person. Morah’s mouth curled derisively. Not in Evelyn’s case. Leopards like Evelyn Malone didn’t change their spots – they just got better at hiding them.
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