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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.’



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.
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