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  Prologue




  Summer 1989




  ‘Penny, hurry up, you’re going to miss it!’ Elle Harte called out excitedly as she sprinted barefoot down the beach, her auburn hair swirling around her face

  in the breeze. Golden sand and ochre pebbles snaked alongside the deep blue of the Irish sea, little shaving foam breakers dimpling the surface.




  Her ten-year-old sister; her junior by two years, strained to keep up. Penny’s shorter legs weren’t as fast and she was getting winded; Elle had always been much more athletic. Cool

  sand squished between her toes and she pumped her arms furiously, pushing herself to go faster. She didn’t want to miss the ship before it headed down the coast.




  ‘Elle stop, please,’ Penny called out.




  But Elle pushed on for another fifty yards until she stopped abruptly on the strand, one arm extended out towards the horizon, the other shading her eyes. ‘Look at that, it’s just

  like the pirate ship in The Goonies,’ she called back, referring to the swashbuckling adventure movie that they both loved.




  A moment later, Penny finally caught up with her. She pushed her wispy fair hair out of her eyes and clasped a hand on her hip, working to knead a stitch out of her side from the exertion.

  ‘Did we really have to run like that? I think I stepped on a jellyfish or something,’ she complained, but Elle didn’t answer. She was entranced by the sight unfolding in front of

  her.




  Penny followed her sister’s gaze towards the open water where an eighteenth century English Tall Ship, complete with three tall masts and billowing sails, was leisurely making its way

  south off the Wexford coast. The ship, a true original that had been saved, preserved and recently unveiled to the Irish public, had made a temporary home for itself in the water at their hometown

  Mulberry Bay, just down the beach from where Elle and Penny’s family ran the local hotel.




  Perched high on a hill above a sweeping bay, and overlooking the pretty little seaside town with a huge sugarloaf mountain as backdrop, the Bay Hotel’s coastal location and seafront

  bedrooms were a perfect haven for tourists. For generations the popular hotel had housed visitors from all over the world, as well as weathered some of the worst of the storms the South East coast

  had seen.




  Some of Elle’s favourite memories growing up there were of dramatic lightning strikes at sea, while she, her family and entranced guests watched from the windows. She knew that the

  tourists took memories like that home with them, to be taken out and relived when life got too overwhelming.




  The hotel was located just a short walk up the coast road from the centre of Mulberry Bay.




  There was just one main street in the little coastal town, which led directly to the sandy beach. The street was cobbled with red sandstone and no cars were allowed to drive through, the space

  being reserved for walking and simply enjoying the pretty little shops and eateries. The lamp posts were old wrought iron style, brightly coloured flower pots hanging from them, in keeping with the

  town’s tourist heritage status.




  Elle knew all the shops in the main street: artisan bakeries boasting homemade bread, charming organic produce shops, little boutiques and craft stores with candles and jewellery made to order:

  tourist mementoes of time spent at the picturesque seaside town.




  The local businesspeople were intensely proud of their produce and the homegrown/handcrafted nature of their wares. Elle loved walking on Main Street in the height of summer; eating ice-cream

  from Scoops, smells of baking from The Grain Store Bakery, fresh fruit from SunBurst Organics and ground coffee from Pebbles Café mingling in the bright air as tourists wandered down to the

  beach with buckets and spades and brightly coloured towels and inflatables.




  In the winter, it was much quieter and considerably greyer in the absence of bright blue skies and the kaleidoscope of beach accoutrements, and populated solely by locals. The only thing she

  didn’t like about Mulberry Bay was its size and the fact that you tended to meet just about everybody you had ever known.




  The entire community had been buzzing about the tall ship for the past few days. Elle had already seen the vessel twice, and had used the fact that her sister had yet to see it as an excuse to

  get out of their hotel duties early and head down to the beach to watch it leave.




  It was coming to the end of the heavy tourist season, and the Bay Hotel had held one of its famed ballroom dancing nights the evening before. Elle and Penny had been in the thick of the

  organising for days leading up to it. There was always so much to do at the hotel, but even more for any event in the ballroom; polishing the dance floor to a high shine, dusting the enormous glass

  chandelier, ironing the crisp white table linen, and arranging fresh flowers from the garden in the alcoves, and at reception. As well as a host of other boringly mundane tasks like replacing

  burnt-down candles in the candelabra, polishing the glassware, and tidying any rogue family-related paraphernalia away from the entrance or common areas.




  Still, despite the annoying chores their mother, Anna, set them, Elle had to admit that there was a great buzz and energy about the hotel in the lead up to such an event, and indeed at the event

  itself. Her mother was in her element with all the preparations, though Elle couldn’t understand all the fuss about the drinks or the food when ultimately people were coming to dance, and

  generally tried to hide out in the gardens with her dad, who she knew felt the same way. But inevitably Anna roped them all into participating, like it or not. And despite herself, Elle did enjoy

  the excitement and the fact that the bigger events always seemed to put a twinkle in her ever-busy mother’s eye and an extra bounce in her step.




  Elle and Penny weren’t allowed to attend on the big night of course, but they routinely sat on the stairs and peeped out at the guests’ arrival at reception below. Women in bright

  red lipstick and glittering jewellery, looking like peacocks in glorious dresses and shoes that exuded pure sophistication like those women in Dynasty, accompanied by handsome men in smart

  suits that on closer inspection were usually many of the locals surprisingly scrubbed up for the night.




  Once the dancing got underway, the ballroom itself was a riot of colour and music, as the band – a group of part-time musicians from the town – played waltzes and lively jives well

  into the night.




  Penny, who like her mother adored a celebration, had as a four-year old, nicknamed these events ‘sparkle nights’, and the name still stuck. Elle agreed that yes their hotel could

  indeed throw a sparkling party, but Mulberry Bay was just a small town, a tiny community, really. Imagine the likes of such an event in Wexford, or in Dublin even? She could only guess at how

  sophisticated a party – a proper event – in a big city would be, but one day she was determined to find out.




  ‘Isn’t it amazing?’ breathed Elle now, as she watched the boat sail away, fascination thick in her voice.




  Penny looked out toward the horizon and shrugged. ‘It’s just a big boat.’




  Elle turned to her little sister, a look of amazement on her face. ‘It isn’t just a big boat, Penny. It’s amazing. It’s like a living thing. Can you imagine the

  places it’s gone? The people who have sailed on it, the adventures it’s been in?’ She wrapped her arms around herself and proceeded to rub her elbows, warding off goose bumps.

  ‘It just screams excitement.’




  Penny considered her sister’s words and turned around, squinting as the setting sun hit her in the face. She shrugged again. ‘Like I said, it’s just a boat.’




  ‘I can’t believe we’re sisters. Where’s your sense of adventure? You’re just like Mum and Dad. Sometimes I wonder if I’m adopted,’ Elle tisked. Not

  waiting for a response, she continued. ‘Oh, I wish I was on that boat. I’m destined to see the world. To live a big adventurous life. To get out of here.’




  Penny cocked her head, seemingly confused. ‘What’s wrong with here?’ she enquired, genuinely curious.




  This time Elle was the one who shrugged. ‘It’s fine I suppose. It’s just . . . I don’t know. It’s so small, isn’t it? Like everyone who lives here

  has been here forever. It’s as if none of them know that there is this big, huge world out there. Or if they do, they don’t care. I just know that I’m not meant for this

  place. And as soon as I can, I’m leaving Mulberry Bay, you know.’




  Penny’s mouth dropped open, and she stared at her sister, shocked. ‘You mean you’re going to run away?’




  Elle laughed. ‘Don’t be such a baby. No, I’m not going to run away. But when I’m seventeen, and finish school, I’m definitely leaving. Only five more years. And

  then I can go to college, somewhere that isn’t here, somewhere glamorous and sophisticated and exciting.’




  Her younger sister pondered this new information and sat quiet for a moment, as if trying to picture a world where Elle couldn’t be found a couple of doors down the hallway from her own

  bedroom. ‘Do you mean like Dublin?’




  Elle looked out toward the horizon, where the ship was fading into the distance, going on to places and ports unknown.




  ‘Maybe even further than Dublin,’ she said wistfully.




  Penny processed this and bit her lip, as if willing herself not to become upset by her beloved big sister’s impending departure.




  Noticing the silence, Elle smiled and placed an arm around her shoulder.




  ‘Hey kid, don’t worry,’ she said (Elle always felt very grown-up and worldly when she referred to Penny as ‘kid’), ‘I’m not going anywhere yet. Besides,

  you might want to ski-daddle one of these days, too.’




  But Penny was already shaking her head adamantly. ‘No, I never want to leave Mum and Dad or the hotel. I love it here. Mulberry Bay is my home.’




  Elle repressed the urge to roll her eyes – her mother was always telling her that it wasn’t polite. ‘All teenagers do it in the movies, Mum, it’s what you are supposed to

  do. I’m simply expressing myself,’ she had argued.




  ‘I don’t care if Molly Ringwald walks around with her eyes constantly in the top of her skull. It’s not nice to have a perpetual look of disdain on your face,’ scolded

  her mother, ending the discussion. Elle had rolled her eyes but Anna didn’t catch it as she had been walking away.




  ‘Well, OK,’ Elle said, making an effort not to belittle her younger sister’s (misguided) intentions to remain in their hometown forever. ‘You can just come and visit me

  then. Wherever I’m living. In Dublin or London with my gorgeously handsome and insanely successful husband.’




  Penny’s eyes were as big as saucers. ‘But where will you live? And where will you meet your husband?’ she asked, wonder in her voice, as if Elle’s words were law and the

  future was certain.




  Her sister smiled and said flippantly, ‘Who knows? I bet I’ll meet him in college – and we will form a big company together, and make crazy money. And then we can live wherever

  it suits us. London. New York. Paris. Tokyo even. What with me being a high-powered career woman with a big business we might just live in multiple places. We’ll . . . ah, split our

  time.’ Elle hoped that she was using that phrase correctly – she had caught one of the characters from Dallas saying it on television the other night and thought it sounded

  very cool.




  ‘But you’ll come back here to visit won’t you?’ asked Penny. ‘What about Mum and Dad? And me? We’ll really miss you,’ she added tentatively. ‘The

  hotel will miss you.’




  ‘Ha.’ Elle laughed. Whatever about her family, she definitely wasn’t going to miss the hotel and that endless parade of annoying visitors, ongoing chores and constant

  entreaties from their Mum to ‘behave’. ‘Well, of course I’ll come to visit now and then.’ She wasn’t going to admit it, but she was pretty sure that regardless

  of where she was living or how rich, successful and worldly she might be, she would of course miss her family too. ‘Or whenever you need me.’




  ‘Promise?’ questioned Penny, holding out her small finger.




  ‘Promise,’ Elle agreed, entwining it with her own, and the Harte sisters completed their usual ritual, forever sealing the vow.




  





  Chapter 1




  The Bay Hotel always seemed to mirror the mood of those who stayed there, temporarily or permanently, Penny mused.




  For decades, its walls had been witness to some of the town’s most memorable parties and occasions. In its prime, women in glistening dresses had made their way up its grand limestone

  front steps, show bands had shaken the ballroom walls with lively music, couples whirling in a kaleidoscope of colour on the dance floor below the stage.




  Of course it had hosted quieter moments, too. The tea rooms overlooking the often turbulent Irish sea provided a dramatic outlook which contrasted with the interior’s delicate Victorian

  décor. The cream lace tablecloths, dainty silver cake forks, eggshell tea cups and delicious morsels served there, all seemed to encourage words of affection and compassion, and that room

  had seen multiple proposals and romantic celebrations. Hands young and old joined over its tables, first and last birthdays were held there, and all were remembered.




  Yes, any occasion in Mulberry Bay was deemed almost more special, more magical, for having been held at the Bay Hotel. It was as if there was a feeling about the hotel, an alchemy that had

  nothing to do with the supernatural; so much joy and so many memories had seeped into its walls over the years, adding to its allure.




  Today though, the hotel was quiet, the sounds of normal routine muffled, as though a shroud had been laid over the whole building. Guests moved hesitantly about almost on tiptoe, and even those

  who hadn’t known Anna Harte, or had only met her once, felt an unaccountable sense of nostalgia, of missing something they didn’t quite know how to describe.




  Penny could have told them what it was: if the hotel was the heart of Mulberry Bay, Anna had been its welcoming, wide-stretched arms.




  She was in one of the back rooms of the property that served as the family quarters, looking out over the hotel’s large gardens, still numbed by what had happened in the early hours of

  that morning.




  Her beloved mother was gone. In the middle of the night, Anna had awoken with chest pains and collapsed. She had died before the ambulance arrived to take her to the hospital.




  She didn’t know where her father had got to. Following the shock of Anna’s utterly unexpected collapse, Ned Harte had barely been sighted. He had been with Anna when she died, and

  all he’d said to Penny about it afterwards was: ‘It was like she’d been hit by a bullet.’ Penny winced at the description, though it detailed pretty much how she felt right

  then, as though she too had been shot through the heart, but by some cruel fate had gone on living. She suspected her dad felt exactly the same, but there was no point in asking, because Ned would

  never in a million years reveal anything of such a personal nature.




  Penny guessed he was taking long walks on the beach, avoiding the well-meaning sympathies of the locals. And avoiding her. She knew that keeping his feelings to himself, locked away, until he

  hit on a phrase or a line from a song to express them was just Ned’s way, but at a time like this she wished that there was some way they could comfort one another. She often wondered if Ned

  was quiet because he was afraid of saying too much, letting out some feeling that once spoken, could not be drawn back in. Her mother was the only one who seemed to instinctively know how to handle

  him, how to reach him, and now with Anna gone, Penny would be at more of a loss than ever. It was almost like losing both parents at once.




  She was going through her mother’s things in their bedroom, trying to obscure – for her father’s sake – all immediate signs of his wife that would make the pain of her

  recent death all the more vivid: the half-read biography of Katharine Hepburn on the bedside table, the lemon lozenges she liked to chew in bed, the little scraps of notes Anna wrote to herself all

  day long and then promptly forgot about.




  It was these intimate things she wanted to clear away, so her dad didn’t have to feel like his wife was about to walk through the door again any moment. The rest – her mum’s

  clothes, her make-up, her jewellery – that could all wait until Elle came home.




  There would be the funeral to get through first, of course: sharing memories with all those in the community who knew Anna, and finding that all of them remembered her a little bit

  differently.




  But then Ned, Elle and Penny would return to the hotel, which in some strange way would also be grieving Anna’s loss. It might limp along without her for a few weeks, but there was no

  denying that she had truly been the soul of the place. If people came for the beautiful views and the faded splendour of the rooms, soaked in history, they also came for Anna and her slightly

  off-kilter sense of humour, her way of knowing what you wanted, what you really wanted, without having to ask for it.




  Her mother had known people, understood that most of the time they simply wanted a little bit of a reprieve from their day-to-day lives. She strove to give them a break, to make them feel as

  though they’d almost gone back in time. The hotel was a beautiful stage, and Anna was the director, working to pull the whole experience together. People came for her famous roast chicken,

  her delicious old-style fairy cakes, the icing that dissolved on the tongue . . . They came for the fifty-three varieties of tea, traditional and exotic, and for her ready smile and easy chat over

  breakfast. When they came to the Bay Hotel, they were coming because of Anna, even if they didn’t know it.




  Of course, over the years, as these things go, local trade had dwindled, and more and more of those born in the little beach town had moved away to bigger Irish towns or cities. They said (much

  like her own sister had) things like: ‘It’s a great place to grow up in, but it’s so small – there’s no opportunity.’




  And as tourist numbers to the town had also begun to falter, there was less money for the upkeep of the hotel. It was still beautiful, no doubt about it, but more like a memory of beauty at this

  point. Penny had heard more than one guest say: ‘Oh, imagine what it must have been like in its heyday.’ She knew that it was her mother’s dearest wish to see the building

  restored to its old glory, but there was never enough money.




  She couldn’t imagine that Ned would have the heart or indeed the wherewithal for anything with Anna gone. Penny pushed the thought of the fate of the hotel out of her mind. It would have

  to wait. She couldn’t deal with any of that just now; and it was something she and Elle would need to talk about together when the time was right.




  Elle. She felt heart-sick at the thought of her sister. As bad as Penny was feeling, at least she still lived in Mulberry Bay and was just down the road when all of this happened. She helped out

  at the hotel and saw Anna every day, had only spoken to her mother yesterday, their last conversation a stupid and meaningless discussion about a linen change in the guest rooms.




  But how must her sister feel right now, being away in London? She adored her mother more than anyone else in the world, Penny knew that. Elle was a very strong, stable person, and most of the

  time went around wearing armour, but Anna was the chink in that armour. Last night on the phone, Penny could only hear her sister’s ragged breathing, the sound of something dropping as she

  broke the news. Elle had said: ‘I’ll get the next flight home.’ And then nothing. She had hung up, and Penny hadn’t had time to talk to her about anything more.




  Elle had been one of those who moved away from Mulberry Bay. In fact, she’d seemed desperate to escape.




  Penny was happy to stay behind, helping her parents out with the hotel, and working part time at the local tourist office, while Elle had gone for grand adventures in countries all over the

  world, testing her limits with bungee-jumping, trekking through jungles, eating wild locusts. Then she had become an architect, the hard edges of the buildings she designed seeming to match the

  edges of Elle herself. She had come home now and again for visits and holidays, treating the town she grew up in almost like a tourist would: admiring its beauty and the more relaxed pace of life,

  but in the end itching to get back to the city and her work there.




  Last time she had visited, almost a year ago, Penny had enquired if there was anyone special in London.




  ‘I don’t have time for love,’ her sister had replied easily.




  ‘Don’t you get lonely, though?’




  She had seen Elle’s green eyes flicker for a second, but then she shrugged. ‘I don’t really have time to be lonely either,’ and that had been the end of it. Elle could

  shut a conversation off rather like closing a door; in that way she was more like Ned than she suspected. Perhaps for that reason alone, their father’s withdrawn and sometimes aloof

  mannerisms never seemed to bother Elle in the slightest, whereas Penny would drive herself crazy trying to get her head around it, wondering why he always seemed so disconnected and distant.

  Although in truth, Ned always seemed to brighten when Elle was around; it was just Penny he seemed to stare straight through.




  Her sister was due to arrive later this morning. But now with Anna gone and the family dynamic so utterly changed forever, Penny wondered how the Harte family would get through the next few days

  together.




  





  Chapter 2




  Elle was in shock. She knew it was true, but she refused to really believe it. She refused to really believe anything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours. Her

  sister hadn’t rung her in the early hours of this morning to tell her that their mother had collapsed of a heart attack, she hadn’t packed a suitcase of probably

  unsuitable clothes and booked a flight back to Dublin, she hadn’t taken a sleeping pill to get through the flight, and she certainly wasn’t in Dublin airport waiting

  in line for a taxi to take her home to Wexford.




  If she wanted to wake up, if she wanted a dose of reality, all she had to do was look at her surroundings. There was a man in the queue behind her in a suit that smelt as though he’d been

  wearing it for days, in front of her a child held in its mother’s arms was steadfastly picking his nose and rolling the results between his fingers. She’d seen dedicated draughtsmen

  work with less concentration. Elle stood straighter in line and told herself to face reality. This was happening, wasn’t it? She took one deep breath after another and with each exhalation

  the news seemed to settle like dust over her heart. She was going home. For her mother’s funeral. Her father, as usual, would be quiet and emotionally out of reach, and her sister would be

  still resentful of Elle for leaving, though pretending not to be.




  Try as she might, Elle knew she would not be able to communicate honestly to either of them, especially without Anna’s open and calming influence. Her mum could always make them all laugh

  when they were together at least. But Elle knew that the next week or so would be a mire of grief, things unsaid, memories left unshared, until she could go back to London and really let her

  feelings out in the privacy of her apartment.




  It had easily been the worst week of her life. Barely a week before, Sebastian, her boyfriend of eighteen months, had told her that he was moving out, effectively calling time on their

  relationship.




  ‘I’m tired of being second-best, Elle,’ he’d told her wearily, after she’d yet again arrived home late to the Clapham flat they’d shared, after an

  exceptionally busy time at the office.




  In truth, she wasn’t sure how to feel about it. Sebastian was a musician and life with him had been fun at first, but lately he had become moody and demanding, expecting her to just leave

  everything at the drop of a hat to do things and go places with him. She guessed the writing had been on the wall for some time but she’d refused to see it, hadn’t wanted to see it.




  Sebastian wasn’t the first guy to have given her such an ultimatum, but Elle didn’t see why she had to be the one to compromise. She was who she was, take it or leave it. Though she

  did wish he was still around now to comfort her, help her through this unbearable grief.




  She just had to get through this herself though, she knew. She just had to be strong.




  Her bond with Anna had not been damaged by her moving away. Her mum understood her, just as she understood everyone, and knew that Elle had something to prove, if only to herself. She knew that

  her daughter hadn’t disliked Mulberry Bay and its tiny charms, or that she hadn’t resented the hotel, only that if she stayed, how would she ever truly know what she was capable of?




  Anna understood this about her eldest as surely as she knew that her youngest would stay behind in the town, close to her parents and live as gently and unsurprisingly as she could. Penny was

  soft through and through, as light as a cloud, but Elle glinted like metal with concentration and purpose.




  And that was how she’d lived her life: purposefully. She’d wanted adventure; she’d got it. She’d wanted a career, and now some of the buildings she’d designed might

  be famous one day. Elle didn’t know how she’d get through her days in London now without Anna’s regular emails, her little jokes about the townspeople and her gentle words of

  encouragement. She had always told herself she loved the city, loved its great bursts of energy, so many people struggling to fit into one small space all at once; the noise, the smells, the

  anonymity, but the truth was that sometimes she had to steel herself against it. Sometimes she longed for calm, and the only thing that could get her out the door was thinking of a message from

  Anna: ‘So proud of my clever girl – go and build me a castle.’ She seemed to think Elle and Penny had each hung the moon, despite how different they both were.




  She tried to remember the last conversation she’d had with her mother. They’d talked about all the usual things, laughed over some misunderstanding Anna had had with Ned. He’d

  spoken too quietly when he told her what he wanted for his dinner: she’d made him a cake, when he’d asked for hake.




  ‘Oh, I knew what he wanted,’ her mother had admitted mischievously. ‘I always know what he wants. But I just thought it would teach him to speak up a bit. I think he enjoyed

  the cake.’




  An avid music fan, Ned Harte was a deep thinker, and oftentimes silent above all else. An engineer by profession, but long retired, her father had always been cerebral, reserved, and analytical.

  Ultimately, he was the complete opposite of his buoyant, cheery wife who chatted happily with hotel guests, bubbled over in enthusiasm for making everyone comfortable at all times, and was always

  keen to know the life story of everyone who walked through the front doors.




  Ned, however, had always appeared detached from the operations, despite it being the only source of income for his family. Elle wondered now what would happen to the place, which doubled as the

  family home and as Penny’s place of work.




  Penny and Ned both worked at the hotel, but it had always been Anna’s passion. Her dad and sister had operated largely in the background, while it was her mum who’d kept on top of

  the day-to-day running of the place as well as the business side, keeping accounts, paying taxes etc. For as long as Elle could remember, her father’s passion was his beloved Beatles music,

  not the The Bay Hotel, and with her mother gone, she wondered what exactly would happen next with her family’s home and long-standing business.




  Thinking again of that story about the cake, she certainly knew that there would be no such carefree joy in her family again.




  Not without Anna.




  As she moved to the front of the line, Elle put a fist up against her mouth, trying to stifle a sob, and push away the grief that was building afresh.




  On approach from this vantage, Elle thought, as the taxi snaked its way along the coast road through Mulberry Bay and up the hill towards her childhood home, the hotel always

  suggested the splendour it once had been.




  There was no sign of any obvious wear and tear: you couldn’t see the paint peeling in flakes from the exterior window frames, the worn carpets at reception, the scuffed ballroom floor, or

  the hopelessly outdated wallpaper. You definitely couldn’t see that the ballroom chandelier was lightly coated with dust, missing small jewels, or that the staircase creaked unmercifully when

  you took the wrong step.




  Elle recognised that the 1800s architecture of the building was completely outdated, and guessed that her colleagues in London would no doubt chuckle at the high ceilings lined with dark wood,

  the large imposing doorways, and the turreted ceiling of the bar’s sitting room, which she had so loved as a child. How glamorous, she had thought then, and although she knew she should

  dismiss it, the hotel hung off her heart like a fishhook, pulling painfully when she least wanted it to.




  Her taxi pulled up to the entrance, and here was the moment she’d been dreading. She stepped onto the gravel and saw her sister waiting for her in the doorway. Penny came towards her, arms

  outstretched and Elle could tell that she was already crying. It struck her suddenly how much like their mother her sister was: slightly plump, blonde, easy in her body.




  It was only when she saw Penny coming towards her that Elle finally broke down, letting out all the feeling that had built up over eight hours and six hundred kilometres.




  





  Chapter 3




  A few days later, for the first time in an age, the hotel was full of people, all talking and laughing with the kind of relief that comes after intense periods of feeling. It

  had seemed fitting to Elle and Penny that Anna’s final farewell should be held here, after the church burial service.




  The whole Mulberry Bay community had turned out, and they were moving in small, dark swathed circles, catching up on old times. It seemed to Elle almost like a duller reproduction of older

  celebrations the hotel had seen over the years.




  She was glad to finally have a moment where she didn’t need to keep bravely smiling and nodding as people gave their sympathies. Since coming home, she hadn’t fallen apart again, and

  she had kept her composure through the hardest parts of the funeral arrangements and service. Her father, though, had showed surprising emotion (for him) when she arrived, and not for the first

  time she worried about how he would realistically cope once all of this was over and normal life, as such, resumed. She’d spoken a little to him about what had happened that first night of

  her arrival, when Penny had returned home to her little cottage in the town.




  ‘I hate to ask, but what exactly happened?’ she’d ventured. ‘Mum was in good health – or so I thought. A heart attack seems a bit out of the blue.’




  As always, Ned averted his eyes from his daughter’s gaze. ‘She was healthy enough as far as I know. There were little things of course. There always are as you get older. Just part

  of life.’




  Elle narrowed her eyes as her father stopped talking. ‘I’m sensing a but . . .’




  ‘Well, yes. Your mother was dealing with some . . . anxiety.’




  ‘Anxiety?’ Elle frowned. She couldn’t imagine Anna as an anxious, stressed person. These things were more Penny’s domain. ‘About what? What was she stressed about?

  Anxious about?’




  ‘There were some money problems,’ Ned said frankly without elaborating.




  ‘With the hotel?’ Elle hated to sound like she was pressing, but that was the way you had to be with Ned, and she needed some answers. And it seemed as if the state of the property

  was the big elephant in the room since her return. She’d noticed some things on arrival about the interior, over and above the usual wear and tear. The reception area was looking very tired

  – the wooden floors hadn’t been polished in ages and really needed to be refinished, the moulding around the door frames was cracked in places, and the staircase leading to the second

  floor was sagging.




  She’d noticed in particular the tea rooms, a once beautiful space that Elle and Penny had spent so much time in as children, having tea parties and acting out scenes from Anne of Green

  Gables – Penny had been Diana to her Anne of course. Now, the pale mint wallpaper was peeling from the walls, the fireplace lay dark and dusty, and all of the furniture looked worn and

  tatty. It was no longer the cosy inviting space that Elle had once known.




  Ned shrugged; it was neither a yes nor a no. Elle could feel her frustration building. As an architect, she liked it when she had all of the information she needed in order to form an opinion,

  or a design strategy. She hated it when clients were evasive, especially when she was looking to help them and keep their best interests at heart.




  As devastated as she felt over the death of her wonderful mother, the discovery that their family home and Anna’s great passion seemed to also be suffering a horrible and painful death by

  deterioration, troubled Elle. And another part of her – the high performing business woman in her – wanted to know exactly why that was the case. And worse, if this ‘stress’

  had contributed to her mother’s demise.




  She could see Ned now, sitting at a table nodding dumbly as the Italian owner of the fish and chip shop in town spoke to him. Fondly nicknamed ‘Johnny Chips’ by everyone in Mulberry

  Bay for as long as Elle could remember, she wasn’t even sure what the man’s real name was. His younger brother Luca, who ran the Bay’s ice-cream parlour Scoops, had, fortunately

  for him, managed to keep his given Italian name.




  Penny came up beside her. ‘I can’t wait for today to be over,’ she sighed.




  ‘Me neither,’ Elle replied. ‘It doesn’t seem real. I feel like it’s going to take so long to sink in. I keep thinking, Oh, I must tell Mum about this . . . or

  she’d really enjoy hearing that.’




  ‘I know . . .’ Penny’s voice broke and she looked like she might cry again. ‘She did love a big party though. It’s the biggest crowd this place has seen in

  years.’




  Elle bit her lip. It wasn’t exactly the time or the place but she felt she needed to ask, if for no other reason than to keep her sister from breaking down again. ‘Do you know

  anything?’ she asked, indicating the tea room’s worn wallpaper, ‘about . . . how this place is doing?’




  Penny looked a bit taken aback. ‘Not much about the financial stuff to be honest. We weren’t doing well though, anyone can see that. The upkeep alone was crippling, and the dogs on

  the street know the place needs an overhaul.’ She sniffed. ‘Let’s talk about all that later OK? Today is about Mum.’




  She seemed annoyed and Elle felt duly chagrined for bringing the matter up but it was just how her brain worked, had always worked. In times of emotion, always try to look for equilibrium by

  seeking out the practical.




  ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘It’s just that so many people are talking about Mum and the hotel, and what it means to them. All those life-defining moments, right here.’

  She shook her head. ‘It’s hard to believe it’s not doing well.’




  ‘Yes, this place – our home – means something to people,’ Penny said proudly. ‘It’s beautiful and I know you might not think so, but it’s also something

  even more than that. It represents something to this community, milestones in people’s lives.’




  ‘I do know that,’ said Elle, annoyed at herself for raising hackles when it really wasn’t her intention.




  ‘Oh, there’s Rob,’ Penny said suddenly, perhaps to change the subject or just to needle her. She couldn’t tell. Either way, simply the sound of the name had an unnerving

  effect. Even after all this time.




  All those years ago she’d tearfully said goodbye to Rob Callahan at the bus stop outside Pebbles Café on Main Street, promising to return for good when she’d finished college

  in Dublin. But she hadn’t. She’d written him a letter instead, begging him to leave and move to the city too.




  But Rob wouldn’t go. He had told Elle that he wouldn’t be the same man if he left the small town where his heart and family belonged. And this sense of loyalty appeared to have

  worked for him, Elle realised, studying him now. He did look much the same man as he had all those years ago; broader across the shoulders, creased around the eyes, skin darkened from time spent

  outdoors, but the same Rob. Same dark twinkling eyes, same dimple on his left cheek. She wondered if her teenage self was also still visible, if despite the years he could look at her now and see

  the girl he had once loved.




  Elle mentally slapped herself. It was the whole weight of the day making her think such maudlin thoughts. It had been a teenage fling: that was all. Rob Callahan probably had a wife now and a

  tribe of kids. She had stubbornly refused to ask after him after they broke up, and over the years had purposely tuned out if her mother ever mentioned him.




  ‘He’s coming over,’ said Penny.




  Elle flushed despite herself. ‘Yes, I can see that, thank you.’




  Rob didn’t bother with platitudes, but moved in smoothly to kiss Elle’s cheek. She got a second of his sharp, woody smell, before he stepped back and turned to Penny.




  ‘Holding up?’ he asked softly, squeezing her arm.




  Her sister nodded wordlessly, overcome by fresh emotion.




  ‘Your mother was a legend,’ he said. ‘My Friday nights won’t be the same without her.’




  ‘What Friday nights?’ asked Elle, surprised.




  ‘Oh, I always came up on a Friday night, for Anna’s famous roast chicken and mash spuds. Kept up with all the news,’ he added, and looked at Elle in a way that let her know

  that she had been part of this ‘news’ now and again.




  ‘We’ve had some great times over dinner, haven’t we?’ whispered Penny, her eyes shining. ‘I know Mum loved seeing you too, enjoyed you teasing her.’




  Rob gave a wistful smile and as he and Penny continued to reminisce, Elle felt suddenly that she had missed out on something precious, something that wasn’t replaceable. She felt bereft,

  at the whole day, but also at how everyone was treating her like a stranger, almost. At the graveyard, old school friends and past acquaintances had come up to give their condolences, and while

  they all hugged and exchanged memories with Penny, they simply nodded and formally shook hands with Elle, as if she was an outsider. Then again, she supposed she was.




  ‘. . . repairs,’ Penny was saying and Elle guessed she must be talking to Rob about something concerning the hotel. His family’s construction business had been one of the

  reasons he’d decided to remain in town, and as far as she knew he was still in the same line of work. ‘Would be great to get your opinion.’




  ‘Don’t worry about that, Penny,’ a miffed Elle found herself saying, ‘I know someone eminently qualified to drag this place into the right century.’




  Though she’d intended for this to sound reassuring, she realised that it actually sounded patronising, and feeling again like a fish out of water, Elle turned and left Penny and Rob to

  their silly chat about times they’d had in this small little town, while she was off doing something that was actually important.




  The next morning, Elle badly needed coffee. It was the only thing that would truly ready her for the trials of the day. She’d had a terrible sleep, kept awake by the

  creaks of the building and the old rickety bed, not to mention thoughts of what she’d said to Rob and Penny. She kept seeing her sister’s crushed expression and Rob’s coldly

  amused one as she’d tumbled into a dream-ridden, restless sleep.




  Coffee was one of Elle’s long-held grumbles about the hotel: there was no modern Italian coffee machine, just an old sputtering coffee urn on the end of the breakfast buffet table. What

  few guests there were today sat by the windows overlooking the sea, which the wind was whipping into a fury. Despite being springtime in Mulberry Bay, it definitely wasn’t yet beach or

  swimming weather.




  Elle despaired of the breakfast options, too. Good, hearty Irish fried fare of bacon, eggs and black pudding, fine in its own way, and locally sourced, but no vegetarian options, no dairy or

  gluten free, nothing at all for the health conscious.




  Honestly, it was like perusing a menu from the seventies. An artefact. She slapped together a quick bacon sandwich and took it with her coffee outside, in spite of the threatening weather. She

  didn’t want to sit in there like a guest. There was no sign of Penny or her father. She had barely seen Ned since the funeral. He was holing away somewhere, listening to his precious music,

  no doubt, and hiding from his feelings.




  But Penny was outside, pinning sheets to the washing line that stretched along the residential side of the building, close to the family’s quarters. Another sore point for Elle: Anna had

  insisted on line-drying laundry, where possible, to ‘give it that sun-kissed, fresh smell’. All well and good, thought Elle, when there was actually sun. Not to mention the extra

  labour.




  The sheets were blinding in the pre-storm glare and Penny was struggling against the wind to hang them. Elle put her coffee down and went to help her.




  ‘Sleep OK?’ her sister asked.




  ‘Not too well, actually. You know yourself.’




  ‘Yes, I was up half the night too, worrying. Mostly about how I’d do the morning routine without Mum.’




  ‘What about Linda and Clive?’ Elle asked, referring to the long-time staff. ‘Didn’t they help?’




  Penny looked at her strangely. ‘We had to let them go a couple of years back, Elle. There’s only really Molly left in the kitchen now, and only part-time. Dad does the gardens, when

  he remembers, and Mum did the cleaning, manned the bar, made the lunches and afternoon-teas, welcomed people at reception . . . I actually don’t know how she did it, when I list it out like

  that. Of course, I helped with all the behind the scenes stuff . . . but I just don’t have the same way with people that she had.’




  Elle was too shocked to contradict her and make her feel better. ‘But Mum never said, she never told me that things were that bad. So she was basically running this place

  single-handedly?’




  Penny’s cheeks reddened. ‘Mum loved the hotel, Elle. She knew that you’d just tell her to give it up if it wasn’t making money. But this place was her whole world. It

  wasn’t really about money.’




  ‘Oh come on, everything’s about money, in the end,’ Elle retorted drily and then added almost to herself, ‘It’s no wonder she had a heart attack, carrying that

  load.’




  ‘Well, I didn’t see you here offering a hand,’ Penny shot back, flinging down a sheet.




  ‘I didn’t know she was under that kind of pressure, did I?’




  Suddenly they heard a sound from behind. ‘When you’re finished . . .’ Ned muttered. ‘Family business inside.’




  It was the most they’d heard their father say since the funeral, and the sisters stared at each other for a second, both still flushed with anger before they hurriedly hung the rest of the

  sheets and followed him inside.




  The three sat at one of the now-deserted dining-room tables.




  Guests typically left the hotel after breakfast to scour the shops down town, walk the beach, or drive out to hike the sugarloaf. Although none of those activities seemed very attractive today,

  thought Elle, looking out again at the sky, which had darkened to an ominous deep grey.




  The dining room seemed like the right place for this kind of conversation, which Elle guessed would be about what needed to happen to the hotel from here on. This room was superbly impressive,

  even in its decline. The cream walls contrasted with the dark wood furnishings and the carpet was red and gold, the ceilings high and mouldings still intact. A bar ran the length of the room,

  bottles glistening behind it, and champagne glasses that had toasted so many occasions hung gleaming like icicles. The circular and turreted room that Elle had always loved was off to the side:

  originally it had been built as a reading room from when the hotel was still a private residence, in the late 1800s. All in all, it was a beautiful room, even Elle could admit that.




  She cleared her throat again and decided to just be out with it.




  ‘I think we all need to talk about the state of things around here,’ she said bluntly. There was a silence. To speak, to suggest any changes to the way things were done would be to

  ignore the memory of Anna, which was still so fresh that it seemed she was sitting at the table with them. But Elle decided she might as well be brave and get to the point. Someone had to, and her

  mum would have understood.




  ‘I’m not blind. I can see that things aren’t great with the business. And I also have a good idea why.’ Her gaze settled upon her father. ‘Dad, I’m sorry, but

  after you mentioned that Mum had been stressed, I wanted to find out what was going on.’




  Penny looked confused, she shifted her attention from one family member at the table to another. ‘What is going on? Elle, what are you talking about?’




  Elle sighed and got up from the table. She left the room and walked into her mother’s old ‘office’, a tiny area behind reception. A moment later she returned with a stack of

  documents. She set them on the table in front of Penny as if displaying evidence in a courtroom.




  ‘This is what’s going on. See this file? All arrears notices. Dad, again, I’m sorry for airing dirty laundry, so to speak, but you two aren’t going to be able to solve

  this on your own.’ Elle felt guilty as she saw the colour rise in Ned’s face. It was clear this was a terribly embarrassing moment for him. ‘I’ve been looking at the

  finances. And I’m honestly surprised that the bank hasn’t tried to come in and claim the place.’




  Penny was looking at each individual arrears notice, her face pale. ‘Why wouldn’t Mum have said anything about this? I mean . . .’




  Elle sighed. ‘Penny, come on. You can’t honestly say that you didn’t know something was awry. You said yourself that most of the staff had to be let go.’




  ‘But I thought that was because we were quiet, and tourism is down in general in the area and—’




  ‘And when was the last time this place had steady business? When was the last time it was profitable?’




  Penny was flustered. ‘Well, I’m sorry not to have all the answers for you at the drop of a hat, Elle, but I didn’t pry into Mum and Dad’s business because it isn’t

  my business.’




  Elle exhaled. ‘Funny you should put it that way. Actually, this document,’ she placed an envelope on the table, ‘says that it’s all of our business now. Mum left her

  share of the place to us, Penny. This is her will. Obviously Dad automatically keeps half but . . .’ She pushed the envelope across the table. Penny seemed afraid to touch it.




  Elle swallowed hard, hating how pale and withdrawn her dad looked. She opened her mouth to speak, but Penny interrupted her. She had the document open on the table in front of her.




  ‘Twenty-five per cent a piece to us.’




  Elle already knew what the document said. ‘She made me executor a long time ago.’




  Penny made no effort to disguise her dismay. ‘But why? You’re never here.’




  Elle shrugged. ‘Because that’s what you do when you have a professional businesswoman in the family.’




  Penny nodded, but she still seemed hurt by it. ‘So what does it mean? For the hotel?’




  Running her hands through her hair, Elle decided to call a spade a spade. ‘It means we have inherited not only the hotel, but quite a bit of debt too. I think . . .’ she ventured,

  trying to sound reasonable, ‘all things considered, that it might be time to think about selling. It’s falling down around our ears and based on what you’ve already said, Penny,

  Mum was about the only thing keeping the place together. Now that she’s gone, it’s . . . it’ll be impossible.’




  ‘What? But we can’t just give up on the hotel,’ retorted Penny. ‘This is our family home, the house we grew up in. It meant so much to Mum, to all of us. Can’t we

  just do a few quick repairs, as much as we can afford for now, and keep things going as they are for the moment?’




  ‘But think about the cost of maintaining an old property like this. Are you truly aware of the man-power you would need to keep things running smoothly day to day? I know that Mum was a

  powerhouse, but some aspects of the hotel leave a lot to be desired, Penny. Modern guests expect a lot.’




  Ned sat, listening to the exchange but saying nothing. Elle had guessed that these decisions would be left up to them in the end. When had their father shown any real interest in anything except

  his Beatles music?




  ‘I can’t,’ said Penny, swallowing back tears. ‘I don’t want to let things go just like that. I don’t want anything to change, but maybe you’re right,

  it’s going to have to eventually, isn’t it? You’ll go back to London, and there’s no way Dad and I can keep this place going by ourselves. I can’t just give up my job

  either. Oh, maybe we should just sell before we turn it into a wreck altogether.’




  She looked distraught and Elle felt like a complete heel now. She reached over to pat her sister’s hand. ‘It is the right decision, honey. It might not feel like it now, but it

  is.’




  There was a moment of silence, then the sharp noise of Ned’s hand slapping against the hard dark wood of the table. It sent a shock through the room.




  ‘No,’ he said. ‘No, this can’t happen. It isn’t what your mother would want. It’s out of the question that we sell it. For all your talk, Elle, you

  don’t really know what goes into a place like this either. You’ve got no idea what it means to love it like a third child. That’s how your mother felt about this hotel. I

  won’t give it up. Not with the sacrifices we already made to keep it.’




  Elle looked like she had been slapped, she was so shocked. She didn’t say anything and neither did Penny. It was clear that their father was readying himself to say more, but they were

  also too taken aback to speak. It was possibly the most Ned had said in years and certainly the first time they’d ever heard him assert himself in this way. And what did he mean by the

  sacrifices they’d already made to keep it? Was the hotel in more trouble than they thought? Had it ever made a good living for her parents? Elle never really thought about the ins

  and outs of it before, assuming that it must have been holding its own.




  Ned looked at his youngest daughter. ‘Penny, your heart is in the right place but you, also, have no idea of the love and work your mother put into this place. It is the only legacy she

  has. And I will not see it sold it away like nothing.’ As always Penny looked wounded. Elle wished her sister didn’t take his ways to heart so much, take everything Ned said as some

  kind of personal rejection. But it had always been that way.




  Elle and Penny let his words sink in and after a moment they looked at each other and nodded.




  ‘OK Dad, I’ll take a look at the finances again and see what we can do,’ Elle suggested.




  Penny bit her lip, tears in her eyes. ‘We’ll do our best by Mum, I promise.’




  ‘That’s all I ask,’ said Ned. He left then, evidently tired out by so much conversation. Elle heard him hum a few bars from a song, (no doubt a Beatles number) which indicated

  exactly how he was feeling, but she couldn’t pinpoint which one it was. While playing ‘guess the song’ used to be fun growing up, it had got old over the years and unlike her

  mother, Elle had long given up trying.




  ‘Well,’ Penny said, turning to her sister. ‘Looks like you and I have become hoteliers.’




  ‘Seems that way, yes.’ Elle got up and stood at the windows, looking out at the grey, roiling sea below. She sighed.




  Keeping the hotel, or trying to whip it into shape wasn’t something she’d envisioned during her short leave of absence for the funeral. She would have to ring her boss, tell the

  architects firm that she would be off the grid for a little while longer, at least until she and Penny could get some kind of basic plan of action going for the hotel in the medium term. They would

  arrange some basic repairs, come up with some kind of marketing plan to try and bring in some more business, examine the staffing situation . . .




  This was going to be a challenge. She couldn’t even begin to fathom how utterly unrealistic it was.




  Her father was right, Elle might know what kind of standards a place like this should run to, but she didn’t have the foggiest about how to actually make those things happen.
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