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      ‘Mother, you’re ignoring me again.’

      Mel waited, hoping for a response. Instead, Stella continued to tap her pen against the log book until the sound reverberated through the small office and straight into Mel’s brain. Her wispy thread of patience finally snapped and she nudged the door shut with her knee.

      ‘Mother.’

      Stella moved her attention to the computer screen. ‘Could you please open the door? You know how I feel about that. People see the two of us cosy in here and they assume it’s a nepotistic stitch-up.’

      ‘Nobody thinks that anymore.’

      ‘Well, I don’t want them to start up again. Open the door.’

      ‘I want to talk to you privately.’

      ‘Wait until we leave work.’

      ‘It’ll be a bit late by then, won’t it? As soon as this woman arrives –’

      ‘Her name’s Emma,’ Stella interrupted.

      There was a warning there that Mel knew she should heed. It took a lot to get Stella to that tone of voice but once she was there, it was wiser to bow out gracefully instead of pushing it further. The trouble was, Mel had inherited that stubborn streak.

      ‘Whatever her name is, she’s not necessary.’

      ‘I’ve already hired her.’

      ‘Without me getting to even look at her. I should’ve been in on the interview.’

      Stella swiped her glasses from her nose. ‘Yes, you should’ve been. In fact, I had one of the interviewees comment on it. She explicitly asked why the person she’d be working alongside wasn’t interviewing her. I could hardly say I’d packed you off deliberately to a bloody training course in York so you wouldn’t disrupt the whole thing, could I?

      ‘I wouldn’t have done that,’ Mel muttered, leaning back against the door. ‘Not in front of an interviewee.’

      ‘If I’d trusted that, it would’ve been you in there with me instead of Joy.’

      Mel blinked rapidly but didn’t say anything. The words stung too much for her to come up with an acerbic response, let alone a serious one. After a moment, Stella sighed and patted the edge of her desk.

      ‘Sit for a minute. Come on.’

      It was like she was a kid again, right down to the bubbling in the pit of her stomach as she perched on the desk. Back in the day, she’d had a few telling offs in this office, though the main difference now was that the soles of her feet reached the floor instead of dangling above it.

      ‘Sorry for being blunt, sweetheart. Sometimes it’s the only way to get through to you. Which, if you think about it, is a problem in itself. We’ve always had to walk the line, haven’t we? Between personal and professional.’

      ‘We’ve managed it,’ Mel said.

      ‘Mostly, we have. Except when you’ve got such a bee in your bonnet about a decision that’s been made. You’re right, you should’ve been in those interviews. But you cannot publicly disagree when something’s been decided like that. You just can’t.’

      Mel sighed, scuffing her heel against the floor. ‘As soon as I raised legitimate concerns, you shut down. The annual projections aren’t looking good –’

      ‘And they won’t look any better if you burn yourself out. It’s insane to do all the activities work at the same time as everything else. In reality, that’s about three jobs. I’m going to need you to take more of my duties on at some point. That’s what you said you wanted.’

      Even though it wasn’t a question, Mel took it as one. She knew what Stella was driving at but she couldn’t bring herself to argue, not right now. So she checked her watch instead.

      ‘You should’ve set off already.’

      Stella rolled her eyes. ‘I’ve got plenty of time. The meeting doesn’t start till quarter to. Look, just take this as a fait accompli and let Emma run activities for the next three months. It’s a probation period for both –’

      ‘Mum, the meeting starts at half past.’

      ‘What? Shit.’

      As Whirlwind Stella began flapping around, Mel slipped off the desk and got the important stuff ready. Stella had barely managed to clump her paperwork together before she seemed to remember something.

      ‘Oh, damn. I need you to go over the menus with Chef and order the food.’

      ‘That’s fine. Why?’

      ‘I’ll explain when I’ve got time. Have you seen my –’

      ‘Everything you need’s in your laptop bag.’ Mel passed it over to her. ‘Pick up your jacket and glasses, put your shoes on, and you’re good to go.’

      Stella dragged her into a hug. ‘You’re a gem. This is why I need you. Play nice with Emma, okay? It’ll all be fine, I promise.’

      The office was so small that Mel had to physically duck out of the way as Stella made for the door. Then another question occurred to her.

      ‘Mum, which interviewee asked outright about me not being there?’

      ‘What?’ Stella cleared her throat and yanked the door open. ‘I’ve got to go, sweetheart.’

      Left alone, Mel let out her breath slowly.

      ‘Great,’ she murmured.
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      Everything was quieter once Stella was out of the way. Going into the lobby, Mel rested her elbows on the desk and listened to the familiar sounds of Walwood as she checked through the morning’s post.

      ‘Anything interesting?’ a voice asked.

      ‘Another funeral director thinking we’re an untapped resource.’

      Joy glanced at the letter. ‘Ghouls, the lot of them.’

      ‘From their perspective, it’s good business.’

      ‘Hmm. I’ll stick this in the recycling on my way past. I hear we’ve got that new assistant of yours in for her induction.’

      Mel nodded. ‘Any minute now. You’ve met her. What did you think?’

      The hesitation told Mel all she needed to know. Joy was a good judge of character, sizing up everyone from new residents through to occasional visitors with the same measured glint. It probably came from twenty years of standing still while this place moved on around her.

      ‘She’s not the one I would’ve gone for,’ Joy said after a prolonged pause. ‘Too many questions about what and why. Not as much listening as there should’ve been, if you get my drift. She’s the type who’ll think she’s got all the answers, and I can’t see that going down well with the Fontaines.’

      That brought on a smile, though Mel couldn’t help but wonder whether the traits Joy was describing had attracted Stella to Emma in the first place. It didn’t sound like she was someone who’d take kindly to being a mere assistant.

      ‘Do you want my advice?’ Joy asked.

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Don’t tell the Fontaines ahead of time. Let this Emma see their reactions when she gets here. Maybe that’ll scare her off.’

      With that, Joy patted her hand and headed off towards the staircase. Mel listened to her footsteps fade then braced herself. As right as Joy was about letting Emma flounder in front of the Fontaines, it wouldn’t be appropriate to let her in there without at least checking the lay of the land.

      The Fontaine Lounge was just off reception. It was the usual haunt of residents who had most of their faculties and liked to know what was going on around the place. Not for the first time, Mel felt like she walking into the spotlight as soon as she stepped through the doorway. Only Charlie, engrossed in his dominoes, and Frances, who was listening to music on her headphones, missed her entrance. Everyone else was on high alert and Mel squirmed under the scrutiny.

      ‘Are you all right, dear?’ Dorothy asked.

      Laraine narrowed her eyes. ‘You look like you’ve wet yourself.’

      ‘Thanks for that,’ Mel said, smoothing her shirt out. ‘I’m fine. How are things in here?’

      A muffled rumble made its way around the room, culminating in Muriel twisting the tea trolley on its wheels and jabbing it towards her.

      ‘If you’ve had an accident, it’s nowt to be ashamed of.’

      ‘I know,’ Mel assured her, ‘but I haven’t.’

      ‘We’ve all done it,’ Violet piped up from her corner. ‘More’s the pity.’

      Wendy harrumphed. ‘You’re not speaking for me.’

      ‘Oh, I’ve seen you, Wendy Mackay,’ Muriel said, trundling the trolley over to her. ‘You’re as bad as the rest of us. Tottering off to the loos every five minutes. They should stick a catheter in and have done –’

      ‘Ladies,’ Peter interrupted.

      Eugene snorted from behind his scruffy newspaper. ‘Not one of ‘em are ladies.’

      That triggered another rumble across the lounge. As Muriel made to run into Eugene’s chair with her trolley, Dorothy rose just long enough to dissuade her. Meanwhile, Charlie and Frances were still oblivious in their own little worlds. Mel almost envied them.

      ‘Is it lunchtime yet?’ Violet questioned.

      Mel checked her watch. ‘Five minutes and we can get you moving. Give Muriel a chance to get the empty cups back to the kitchen.’

      Thanks to Mel’s wink, Muriel took the comment as a gentle tease and busied herself with collecting the stray saucers and teaspoons that somehow made it onto every surface between breakfast and lunch. Everything was calm for a few moments until a musical bong echoed through the building.

      It piqued the attention of everyone in the lounge, even Charlie who looked up from his dominoes with a startled expression on his face. Dorothy helpfully patted Frances’s elbow and she slipped her headphones off, tilting her chin towards the neighbouring chair.

      ‘Is it lunchtime?’ she queried.

      ‘Not quite,’ Dorothy said. ‘There’s a visitor.’

      ‘At lunchtime?’

      Peter coughed. ‘It does seem rather odd.’

      They were all looking at Mel, probably expecting her to jump to attention and answer the door. But she’d heard Joy bustling through the lobby, so she could deal with the preliminaries of getting Emma signed in and Mel could put off meeting her for just a bit longer. Not that the residents were going to let her get away with that.

      ‘Who is it?’ pressed Frances.

      ‘We don’t know yet,’ Dorothy replied. ‘Melanie’s on her way to check.’

      Mel took a second to marvel at the flagrant manipulation of an octogenarian before succumbing to the inevitable. She swivelled on her heel and strode out into the lobby where Joy was talking to the new arrival.

      On first glance, Mel despised her. From the way she peered proprietorially around as if she owned the place to the monosyllabic answers she was giving Joy, it was clear she thought she was something else.

      What made it worse was the fact that Mel’s second glance brought a shiver along with it. In another realm, Emma Rainey was exactly her type. Diminutive, dirty blonde hair, a casual dress sense that underscored her natural beauty. If all her past girlfriends were physically distilled into one person, Emma would be the one. That made Mel dart forward with more venom than she’d intended.

      ‘Okay, Joy, I’ll take it from here.’

      Emma turned towards her, a courteous smile on her lips. It faded on contact with Mel’s frosty demeanour but she didn’t back down as Joy left them alone. Grudgingly, Mel would have to give her credit for that.

      ‘You must be Melanie,’ Emma said after a moment. ‘I was expecting Stella.’

      ‘As Assistant Manager and Activities Coordinator, it’s me you’ll be reporting to. It’s not necessary for Stella to be present at your induction.’

      ‘I would’ve thought it’d make sense for you to be at my interview, then.’

      Mel poked her tongue into her cheek. ‘I had a prior commitment. I’m sorry I missed the opportunity to meet you before you were hired.’

      She’d left enough acid in her voice to infer her true feelings but she swiftly moved on before Emma could respond. With a flourish, she gestured around the airy lobby.

      ‘This is reception, obviously. Two layers of glass doors for extra security. It stops the residents who are prone to wandering from getting out. On no account are both sets of doors to be open at once. There’s a video briefing for all new members of staff that I’ll show you later. Now, you need passes or a code to get through these doors and all other secure areas of the home, including residents’ rooms. Come this way.’

      Emma followed her across the lobby. ‘When will I get a pass?’

      ‘When you officially start.’

      ‘I thought that was now.’

      ‘We’ll give you a chance to change your mind first. Right, down there you’ve got the Activities Room, which can double as an extra lounge if needed. Five bedrooms along there plus a couple of toilets and the staffroom’s at the bottom. Turn right and right again. I’ll get someone to take you to see the facilities.’

      ‘What about the bedrooms? How many in total?’

      ‘36, all ensuite.’

      ‘And how many are occupied?’

      Mel paused then motioned for them to spin around. ‘21 at the moment.’

      ‘Really? That’s rather low.’

      ‘Over there is the dining room and that leads straight through to the kitchen. We’ve got the main lift here and a service lift over near the storeroom. This corridor leads to the other eight rooms downstairs and the Astaire Lounge. Back here, we’ve got the Fontaine Lounge where most of our active residents spend their days. I’m sorry, is there a problem?’

      Whereas Emma had previously been shadowing her movements, now she’d stopped and crossed her arms. Right in view of the Fontaine Lounge, of course, which led to a cluster of nosy senior citizens ramping up their hearing aids and craning their necks.

      ‘You didn’t answer my question,’ Emma said.

      ‘Unless you want me to count the residents to make sure I haven’t missed any, it’s not something that’s open to interpretation. Since we’re here, why not introduce yourself to the Fontaines?’

      They turned sideways in time to see at least three residents returning to their seats. Dorothy had the grace to feign embarrassment at being caught but Violet kept her eyes greedily fixed on them and Laraine sat forward in her armchair. It was down to Muriel, resting one elbow on her trolley, to break the silence.

      ‘Who are you, then?’

      Emma didn’t hesitate. She walked straight into the lounge, scanning the nine occupants as if they were barcodes at a self-service checkout. A couple of the residents bristled at that, particularly Laraine.

      ‘You better not have come to interfere with our lunch,’ she said.

      ‘Of course not. My name’s Emma. I’m your new Activities Assistant.’

      Muriel scowled. ‘That’s Melanie’s job and she’s bloody good at it. What’s going on? What’s happening?’

      ‘It’s nothing to worry about, Muriel,’ Mel said.

      ‘I’m not asking you whether I should be worried, am I? I’m asking what’s going on and why we’ve got Miss Hoity Toity here taking over.’

      No matter how Mel felt about Emma’s presence on the staff, she couldn’t countenance offensiveness for the sake of it. With Muriel, Laraine and Eugene, you had to stamp on it before they got into full flow. So, without a glance at Emma, she crossed her arms and focused on Muriel.

      ‘Let’s be polite, please. I know you’ve all got strong opinions and that’s great, but not at the expense of being welcoming. So, can we start again? This is Emma and she’s helping out with activities. Not taking over, just helping.’

      A couple of the residents shifted in their chairs but no one argued. Peter rested both hands on his walking stick and smiled.

      ‘It’s nice to meet you, Emma. I’m Peter. What have you got in store for us?’

      Emma tucked her hands behind her back. ‘Oh, I’m not sure yet. I thought we could work it out together.’

      ‘Sounds like making us do all the bleeding work for you,’ Eugene muttered.

      ‘Okay,’ Mel said before it kicked off again, ‘I’d say it’s lunchtime. Come on, let’s get moving.’

      Nobody needed telling twice. Charlie dropped a domino on the floor in his haste to amble across the lounge while Dorothy paused to help Frances to her feet. As Muriel turned the trolley towards the door, Emma held out an arm.

      ‘I could return that,’ she suggested.

      ‘So much for not taking over,’ Muriel growled, wafting the arm away. ‘You think on and keep your hands off my trolley, do you hear? The last carer who tried to pry it out of my hands ended up needing stitches.’

      ‘The trolley somehow ran through her,’ Peter said on his way past. ‘Then she fell and cut her hand on a cup, I believe. There was a lot of blood.’

      ‘Before my time,’ Violet murmured.

      Laraine snickered. ‘You were sat over there, plain as day.’

      ‘Well, it was definitely before mine,’ Wendy said.

      ‘Shall we keep it moving, ladies?’ Peter called. ‘My leg’s a little on the stiff side. It’s the cold weather.’

      They filed out of the lounge; Charlie, Peter, Laraine, Dorothy, Frances, Violet, Wendy and Eugene, Muriel bringing up the rear with the trolley. The procession served to remind Mel that someone was missing.

      ‘Has anyone spoken to Cynthia today?’

      Violet sighed. ‘Still hiding away in her room.’

      Mel didn’t push it, mindful that Emma was drinking in every word. Several carers, fresh from delivering less mobile residents to the dining room, came to help the Fontaine crew to their seats. A minute later they were submerged into the cacophony of knives and forks, the door clicking shut behind them.

      The abrupt peace meant Mel had no choice but to return her attention to Emma. She was slightly derailed by her rigid expression, almost as though she was buttoning up every thought she was having in case it shone from her face. Mel had seen it enough with relatives unable to handle the realities of old age. Instead of embracing the person in front of them, they dwelt on somebody they’d already lost. For Emma, it was as if she’d finally realised what she’d walked into.

      ‘This is your first role in residential care,’ Mel said.

      Emma nodded. ‘I’ve mostly worked within communities. Lunch clubs, craft groups. That kind of thing.’

      ‘Why the jump to residential?’

      ‘I wanted a change.’

      ‘You’ve definitely got that.’ Mel waited for a question that didn’t come then ploughed on. ‘It’s a whole different kettle of fish here. You’ve got people who are thrown together every day and they’ve got all these little histories together. If you’re not in tune with that, you spend half your time pulling your foot out of your mouth.’

      Any hopes Mel held about nudging her out of the door before she’d even taken her coat off evaporated as soon as Emma lifted her chin slightly, just enough to bridge the height difference between them.

      ‘Maybe getting tangled up in their squabbles is counterproductive,’ she said with a bland smile. ‘Maybe you need an outsider to go in there and let the fun happen. That’s what Stella said at my interview.’

      The last sentence punctured Mel’s ire. It wasn’t difficult to imagine Stella saying that, no matter how unprofessional it sounded. Every new staff member they got, Stella made sure to stamp out any inkling of favouritism towards her daughter. Why would her behaviour change just because Mel had to work closely with this one and could’ve done without being hamstrung from the start?

      Mel gestured for them to start walking.

      ‘I’ll show you the Activities Room. You can look at the existing plans and facilities until someone’s free to finish off your induction.’

      ‘I assumed you’d be doing that,’ Emma said, falling into step beside her.

      ‘I’m afraid I haven’t got the time.’

      ‘Like you didn’t have time to attend the interviews.’

      It took a monumental effort to carry on along to the Activities Room without giving Emma the satisfaction of a response. Once there, she pushed open the door and reached for the light switches, throwing the empty space into stark relief.

      ‘I’ll send someone to you when I can,’ she said as Emma crossed the threshold. ‘It was good to meet you.’

      With one swift motion, she pulled the door shut and took a deep breath. Not for the first time where the staff were concerned, she wished she could lock doors from the outside and leave the residents to people who knew what the hell they were talking about.
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      ‘I expected you back yesterday.’

      Stella prodded her bag underneath her desk with a toe then slipped both shoes off, depositing one on top of the other beside the filing cabinet. It was the same ritual whenever she plopped herself into her chair. Apparently, something about the nylon underfoot helped her brain kick in. That was what she claimed, and Mel let her get away with pretending it was nothing to do with the high heels pinching at her skin.

      ‘Mum?’ she prompted.

      ‘You could at least let me get settled, sweetheart. If you must know, I went for a drink afterwards with a couple of owners and coordinators. It was good networking and, if you get me a coffee, I’ll tell you all about it. How long have you been in?’

      Mel ignored the question, preferring to go straight for the coffees. There was a coin-operated machine in the visitor nook for specialty coffees, so she dug change out of her pocket and got them both a latte. When she handed it over, Stella rolled her eyes.

      ‘Honestly, it’s not that bad. I could’ve made do with instant.’

      ‘Come on, Mum,’ Mel said as she sat in her own chair. ‘I know when something isn’t right. What did they have to say?’

      Stella exhaled. ‘Mainly that business is booming. They’re full to the brim and turning residents away. The waiting lists are overflowing and they’ve been recommending people come and look around here instead. I mean, we know that’s been happening because we’ve had a couple of referrals, haven’t we?’

      ‘That’s what you’ve said. You know I keep clear when it’s about families ticking their boxes and making themselves feel better. But, anyway, just because they mentioned they’d seen other places, it doesn’t mean they were referrals.’

      ‘One of them explicitly mentioned it. They were really enthusiastic when they walked in. They loved the place. Afterwards, they wouldn’t answer my calls.’

      Mel rubbed her forehead. ‘You’re the businesswoman here. Don’t you think it’s possible the other homes are fluffing up their own residency figures? It’s not hard for them to say they’re giving referrals out then tempting people over to them.’

      ‘Both homes were inspected in the last year so I checked the CQC reports. The estimates are roughly the same. They’re consistently full and we’re not. Yes, we’ve got a strong cohort of existing residents, but we’re not getting new ones at the rate we should be. It doesn’t make sense.’

      Under the guise of sipping her coffee, Mel watched as Stella smoothed out a crease in her blouse. She normally prided herself on being immaculate but things had slipped a bit lately. More than anything, she looked like a resident who was on the cusp of dementia and didn’t quite realise it.

      ‘They think that something’s going on,’ Stella added, raising her eyes. ‘Before you say that’s me reading between the lines, it isn’t. They were pretty explicit about it.’

      Mel steadied her coffee on the table. ‘In what way? What did they say?’

      ‘It went down a couple of avenues. Dominic from Clarence House said I don’t seem to be struggling financially. He framed it as a joke but it wasn’t.’

      ‘He suggested we’re embezzling?’ Mel queried incredulously.

      ‘No, no, it wasn’t as forthright as that. But he did say you wouldn’t be able to tell Walwood was half-empty from the way I spend. This was after he talked me into buying another bottle, of course.’

      ‘That’s well out of line.’

      ‘You’ve said the same thing, sweetheart. Every time I buy a new pair of shoes.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I’m allowed to. I’ve seen the accounts. I know you’re not stealing.’

      Stella offered a watery smile then turned her computer on. There was something else niggling but Mel had to let her come around to it in her own time. Once she’d logged on, Stella slumped back into her seat.

      ‘Then it was the usual. You know how it goes. If it isn’t money, it’s abuse or neglect that’s causing occupancy to plummet. Things that categorically aren’t going on but that’s exactly what I would say, isn’t it? I had to sit there and tolerate them debating my integrity. Is it any wonder I went home with another bottle?’

      ‘No,’ Mel said quietly.

      The unequivocal response caused Stella to reach out a hand. Just as quickly as Mel squeezed it, she withdrew and focused on her computer screen.

      ‘So, that was my big meeting from hell. Thank God it’s not a weekly thing. How were things here yesterday?’

      Mel didn’t answer straight away. Her brain was ticking over what Stella had said, and she was wondering how best to broach an awkward subject that she knew Stella didn’t want to touch with a bargepole. She finished her coffee then put the cup aside for recycling.

      ‘Mum, I know we’ve had this conversation before but I think we’ve got to consider it now.’

      Stella’s lips thinned but she didn’t reply. Instead, she appeared absorbed in an email that Mel could tell was basically a circular about colostomy care. Waiting it out would’ve been the best option but Mel didn’t have time for that. She was surprised they hadn’t already been interrupted by a bedroom alarm or one of the staff needing a second opinion on something.

      ‘Mum,’ she prompted.

      ‘It’s not a conversation,’ Stella muttered. ‘It’s a witchhunt. I take it you haven’t got anymore evidence since the last time you brought it up.’

      ‘The timeline fits. Come on, think about it for a minute. Dawn started here maybe nine months ago. That ties in with reduced occupancy, doesn’t it? We’ve had residents removed –’

      ‘Because it happens. People go into hospital like Florence and Graham did, then their families move them closer for ease of visiting. Don’t try and make it into something nefarious because you don’t like a certain member of staff.’

      ‘It’s not about liking. She’s homophobic, for a start.’

      Stella shook her head. ‘You misconstrued what she said.’

      ‘You weren’t there. And when it came to investigating, you didn’t bother.’

      ‘That’s neither fair nor appropriate. I looked into it the same way I would with any allegation against a member of staff. There were no witnesses and no other complaints. What would you have me do? Sack someone because my daughter doesn’t like her? That’s a brilliant plan, isn’t it? We’d be up at a tribunal before we could spit. And we’d lose, you know that. Besides, you hardly like any of the staff.’

      The office suddenly felt too small, as if Stella had yanked on a pulley and drew the ceiling down a few inches. Mel decided to quit while she was behind, switching seamlessly to another topic.

      ‘I went through the menus with Chef and did the food order before I left last night. You said you’d explain why you wanted me to do it. Thought you were happy it’s your thing.’

      ‘I am.’ Stella swung her chair around and planted an elbow on her desk. ‘But Wendy’s been on at me again. She keeps saying the food’s intolerable. That’s her word, not mine.’

      Mel frowned. ‘That’s rubbish. I eat it myself. Anyway, everyone else seems happy enough and none of the families have said anything. I don’t understand why she’s got that stuck in her head.’

      ‘I wondered if it was me she had a problem with. That’s why I asked you to do the ordering. If you could carry it on for a few weeks, we’ll see whether that clears it up or not.’

      ‘Why would she have a problem with you?’

      ‘I don’t know that she does. I just want her to stop complaining, that’s all.’

      There was an edge to Stella’s voice that surprised Mel. After deliberating for a few moments, she opted to dodge around it.

      ‘All right, I’ll get on and catch up with you later.’

      As she stood up, Stella deliberately coughed. Mel briefly closed her eyes, then turned back towards her.

      ‘How did it go with Emma yesterday?’ Stella asked.

      ‘It was fine,’ Mel said.

      ‘Give me more than that, please.’

      Mel shrugged lightly. ‘She got her induction and she’s back in this afternoon to do some sort of meet-and-greet with the residents. I’m letting her get on with it.’

      ‘You’ll be giving her adequate support.’

      It wasn’t a question. Mel didn’t make the mistake of taking it as such.

      ‘Of course I’m supporting her,’ she answered, making for the door. ‘You told me to play nice, remember?’
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      Emma arrived exactly at the time Mel had told her to.

      Making sure she turned up in the middle of lunch meant no interrogation from the Fontaine crew on the way past, so Mel managed to get her into the Activities Room without incident and with minimal conversation. It was only once the door was closed that she realised putting herself in a confined space with this woman probably wouldn’t end well. From Emma’s demeanour, it didn’t look like she’d shed that sense of superiority she’d brought in with her yesterday.

      ‘Okay,’ Mel said while she set two chairs out near the window. ‘What’s your strategy for today? I’ve put aside an hour in here this afternoon for you, as requested.’

      That accommodation barely got a nod before Emma pulled out a lever-arch file and flipped through the pages. It was efficient, Mel had to give her that, but organisation meant nothing when it crashed up against an accumulated millennium of bloody-mindedness. She watched with mild interest as Emma turned the file towards her.

      ‘I noticed your programme’s very heavy on art and crafts. I’m guessing that’s where your expertise is.’

      Mel tried not to bristle. ‘It’s as much about practicality as anything else. We’ve gone the musical route but some residents made the sessions difficult for everyone. Until we could address that, we concentrated on other art forms. As you’ll have seen from looking around yesterday, we’ve got plenty of percussion instruments.’

      ‘It’s a good selection,’ Emma replied. ‘I’m looking forward to working with it.’

      ‘So, you’ll be focusing on music, then?’

      ‘The plan might change once I’ve spoken to the residents today. I meant it when I said I want them involved in the discussion. If they’re not interested in music, I’ll go back to the drawing board.’

      She spun the file around on her lap and clapped it shut. Any insights that Mel felt she’d been getting into Emma’s intentions were slapped away at the same time, and familiar irritation began bubbling in her stomach.

      ‘Is there anything you need from me?’ she queried.

      Emma looked up and shook her head. ‘Not that I can think of.’

      ‘Right. Well, in that case, I’ll leave you to it. I’ve got plenty of work to do.’

      ‘Will I see you later? For the introductory session.’

      Mel rose slowly. Even though she wanted to be petty and leave Emma to struggle in front of the Fontaines, she owed it to the residents to put their needs first. So, she bit back her initial retort and met Emma’s cool gaze.

      ‘I’ll pop my head round. Don’t worry,’ she added before Emma could say anything, ‘I won’t interfere. It’s important the residents know we’re on the same team.’

      She waited a moment for Emma to respond to that but all she got was a polite smile. Right now, she couldn’t imagine anything less likely than Emma Rainey managing to corral the Fontaines into an orderly conversation. She just didn’t have the temperament for it. Maybe Mel would get her wish and she’d be out of here by teatime.
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        * * *

      

      Once a week Mel made sure to visit the residents in the Olivier Wing. Situated upstairs in the quietest part of the building, it housed those too frail to leave their rooms and, in many cases, their beds.

      Stepping through each door was a humbling experience. Mel had known all these residents before their care became palliative. She could recall their quirks and the way they’d collided with their peers. Some had declined from the Fontaine Lounge to the more sedate Astaire Lounge and then, finally, they stopped leaving their rooms at all.

      If the progression seemed inevitable now, it hadn’t on the first day they’d mentioned they’d rather not venture out to the corridor. With that thought playing on her mind, Mel changed direction and headed down the staff staircase to Cynthia’s room.

      Since the door was closed, she knocked before using her pass. Cynthia was watching for her, arthritic fingers clutching the armrests on her chair. Her grip eased suddenly and she leaned back, turning to look out of the window.

      ‘Hi, Cynthia.’ Mel paused but there was no reply. ‘I wanted to see how you were. You haven’t left your room for a few weeks now.’

      Cynthia studiously gazed out of the window.

      ‘The doctor said there’s nothing to worry about physically. I mean, there’s nothing new and everything else is ticking along nicely. But he did say you’re a bit withdrawn. He thought socialising more with the other residents might help.’

      ‘I’m all right,’ Cynthia murmured.

      Any response was a step forward as far as Mel was concerned. She moved further into the room, sparing a glance for the ornate photo frames on the shelf beside the television. With many residents, you could see their lives laid out, right from staid marriage pictures to grainy images of sprawling families through to digital prints of proud grandparents surrounded by love. Cynthia’s life hadn’t followed the traditional path but there was plenty of love on display in her photos.

      ‘There’s a film on in the Astaire Lounge this afternoon. It’s only Sister Act but I know it’s better watching with other people than sitting here on your own all the time. I think you’d enjoy it.’

      Although Cynthia’s eyes flickered, she didn’t say anything. Mel decided to try a different tack, as much as it pained her.

      ‘If you’re not in the mood for a film, there’s a meeting going on in the Activities Room in a little while. We’ve got a new person coming in for a couple of days each week. She wants to know what you all want to do so she can make it happen. Within reason, that is. I’m not having bungee jumping off the roof.’

      What looked like an involuntary smile flashed across Cynthia’s face. For a precious moment, Mel thought she’d made a breakthrough, then the light faded and Cynthia shook her head.

      ‘I’m all right,’ she repeated.

      Mel sighed but she’d pressed hard enough for now. Instead, she gestured to the blank television.

      ‘Can I at least put something on for you? It must be miserable sat here without anything to watch or listen to. What about the radio?’

      Cynthia’s fingers grasped the armrests again. ‘The switcher. It’s gone.’

      ‘Gone? Okay, we’ll find it. Where did you see it last?’

      ‘That girl had it.’

      Her voice dropped to a whisper, as though she was sharing a secret. Mel deliberately avoided the undercurrent and focused on finding the remote control. It wasn’t in the drawers beside the bed or the pockets of Cynthia’s dressing gown or favourite cardigans. She searched every plausible spot, even checking the bathroom on the off-chance it’d been taken in there by accident. Standing beside the bed, she was just contemplating getting down on her knees when she realised Cynthia’s eyes kept fluttering upwards to one of the higher cupboards.

      ‘May as well make a thorough job of it,’ Mel said lightly.

      As with most high storage units, it was a jumble of things Cynthia wanted to keep with her but wouldn’t need weekly or probably even monthly. There were stacks of clothes and the heel of a shoe it’d be inadvisable for a woman of Cynthia’s balance to wear. Then Mel’s hand caught on what felt like another heel, except shoes didn’t have buttons. She dragged it out from underneath a plastic bag and held it out to Cynthia with as much of a flourish as she could manage.

      ‘Maybe I was a sniffer dog in a past life.’

      Cynthia mustered a smile. ‘Thank you, Melanie, dear.’

      ‘If you need anything else, you let me know, okay?’

      All she got was a cautious nod but that was enough. Cynthia’s attention returned to the window and Mel slipped quietly out of the room. She pulled the door until it clicked then waited. It only took a few seconds for the television to start up.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Problem?’ Joy asked.

      Mel flinched then rolled her eyes at herself. It was perfectly reasonable to be examining the logs but she’d been anxious about Stella coming out of the office and catching her. At least Joy was a different matter and she could speak more openly about her concerns.

      ‘I just popped in to see Cynthia,’ she explained. ‘Her remote control was out of reach and she still doesn’t seem herself. I’m trying to work out who’s seen the most of her lately.’

      Joy leaned on the desk. ‘I’ve been in there a fair bit myself. Since the doc said there was nothing wrong with her physically, I’ve tried to boost her up a bit. But she’s very quiet, isn’t she? Maybe that’s just her way.’

      ‘It wasn’t when she first moved in. I remember thinking how well she was going to fit in with the Fontaines. I could see it in my head.’

      ‘Sometimes we see what we want to see. That’s not a judgement on you, before you take it as one. I’m just saying, there’s a lot more that goes into our beliefs than we like to acknowledge, isn’t there?’

      ‘You’re wasted in here,’ Mel replied, dodging the question. ‘Anyway, it looks like Dawn and Tracey have been doing a lot of checks on that corridor. Any problems with either of them that you know of?’

      ‘Nothing new. Tracey still doesn’t say much but she’s getting on with her job without complaint. As for Dawn, she’s still making errors but it’s not malicious. I’ve had it out with her a few times. She’ll be right, given a bit of time.’

      Mel closed the book and stowed it underneath the desk. Until she had concrete evidence, there was no point talking to Joy about her suspicions. So, instead, she gestured along the corridor.

      ‘Has everyone gone into the Activities Room?’

      ‘Oh, that’s what I meant to tell you. Emma said she’d be waiting while you got there before starting. Something to do with proving you’re on the same team or some such rubbish.’

      It took a lot of restraint to keep a blank expression at that, even though Joy’s lips twitched as she left. On her way to the Activities Room, Mel decided her strategy was to imagine Emma was one of those beetles she occasionally found littering the floor of the boiler room. However long they lived for, it surely couldn’t be more than a couple of months.
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        * * *

      

      There was the usual muted chatter going on when Mel walked in. All the Fontaines had made it across and some of the Astaire crew too, so they were talking amongst themselves like teenagers from different forms meeting in assembly.

      At the front of the room, Emma was checking her watch. The moment she saw Mel enter, she stood up and clapped her hands together.

      ‘Okay, I think we’re ready.’

      Several heads turned towards the door. Maybe Emma had told them exactly why they were delayed or, more generously, maybe Muriel and Laraine had their own ideas and were just satisfied to be proven right. For now, Mel would reserve judgement and allow Emma to do her thing.

      ‘As I already explained, my name’s Emma. I met some of you briefly yesterday, but I’ll give you a quick rundown of who I am and why I’m here. So, I’ve worked musically with people of all ages, although I’m specially trained to help older people –’

      ‘Call a spade a spade, lovey,’ Muriel called out. ‘We’re old biddies. Charity cases for the likes of you. Someone you can do a good turn for and feel better for it.’

      Emma raised an eyebrow. ‘A good turn? No, I’m being paid for what I do. I’m a professional and professionals deserve to be paid.’

      ‘For rattling a few instruments?’ Eugene snorted loudly. ‘In my day, you paid people for being bloody useful. Now you’re paying ‘em to pretend that this bunch of fools can make music.’

      ‘You must see some value in it,’ Emma replied.

      ‘Oh, is that right? How would you know that?’

      Emma reached nonchalantly for a pen, twirling it around her fingers. ‘If you thought it was completely useless, why would you bother coming?’

      ‘She’s got you there,’ Laraine said with a cackle.

      A murmur spread around the room as Eugene slumped back in his chair, ears red and quivering. Emma waited for a moment then continued as if the interruptions hadn’t happened.

      ‘It’s not just about making music. We can talk about it as well. Talk about what we like, why we like it. And what it means to us.’

      Charlie put up a hand. ‘I like marches.’

      ‘Those are some of the easiest songs to learn, so they’d be a great place to start. Plus, we can try some different craft activities
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