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      Prologue

      
      ‘OK.’ The man strode into the premises, obviously impatient to be gone as quickly as possible, ‘What’s the big secret?’
      

      
      John Cole flinched at the abrupt tone and wondered yet again how on earth he’d been persuaded to do this. It was madness,
         complete craziness. If he got caught, he’d face prison, his reputation ruined. Then again, he supposed, by the time the trial
         came up, he’d be long gone. And, as Robert had pointed out to him, he could always plead ignorance and get away with it and
         then Robert would take the rap. But John knew he’d never do that to his friend and it was his daughter that had …
      

      
      ‘Well?’ The impatient man, Harry Collins, a renowned expert, glanced at his watch with irritation. ‘Come on, John, I don’t
         have all night. You told me this was special.’
      

      
      ‘It is.’ John was surprised at how normal his voice sounded. ‘I’ll just go and fetch my friend. He has something to show you.’
         Knees trembling, he sauntered as confidently as he could towards the back of the premises. ‘Pierre,’ he called, ‘come and
         meet Harry Collins, the man I told you about.’
      

      
      John’s best friend, Robert, gave him a nervous smile as he got to his feet. Dressed in black trousers and a dazzling white
         shirt, which accentuated his dark looks, he appeared more like a continental European than a man born and bred in Dublin.
         Rolled up, under his arm, was a canvas measuring roughly twelve by eighteen inches.
      

      
      John marvelled as Robert, abandoning his normally apologetic stooped manner, swaggered confidently from the back room into
         the blinding light of the gallery. Head up, his whole frame looked more powerful and John, hurrying behind him, wondered why
         Robert never adopted that persona in his real-life dealings. He’d known Robert since they were kids knocking about together
         on Dublin’s southside, and having the same interests in art and history, they’d clicked and been friends ever since. John
         had never realised how deep this friendship went until his life had taken this terribly unexpected tragic twist.
      

      
      Robert came to a stop in front of Harry Collins and looked at John expectantly.

      
      ‘This is Pierre,’ John introduced Robert awkwardly, his heart beginning to thump hard. ‘He’s an old friend of my family,’
         which at least was true, he thought wryly, ‘and he contacted me last week about a painting he’d found in his late grandfather’s
         belongings.’
      

      
      ‘Great grandpère,’ Robert corrected in a pretty good French accent. ‘Dis bee-longed to my great-grandpère.’
      

      
      John nodded. ‘Yes.’ He turned back to Harry. ‘Pierre’s grandfather inherited a number of paintings from his own father so
         technically this painting belonged to Pierre’s great-grandfather. Pierre?’
      

      
      Very slowly, Robert, aka Pierre, unrolled the canvas. As it flapped open, revealing the sombre portrait, John had to admit
         that it looked great. She was an amazing little painter, he thought in admiration, pride filling him up. He glanced quickly
         upward, tearing his eyes away from the painting and realised, with a quickening of his heart, that Harry wasn’t in such a
         hurry now.
      

      
      Harry had paled. He moved nearer the painting and reached a finger out and touched it. ‘Is this what I think it is?’ he breathed,
         his voice hushed.
      

      
      John nodded. ‘Eighty per cent certain,’ he swallowed hard.

      
      ‘It iz,’ Robert nodded vigorously. ‘I can guarantee it.’

      
      As Harry poured over the painting, Robert managed to wink at John, who scowled hard at him.

      
      It had taken two years to get to this point and as of right now, they couldn’t back out.

   
      
      

      
      Ten years later …
      

   
      
      1

      
      ‘D’you smell that, Eve?’ Olivia, my friend, says. She’s sitting in the passenger seat of my car as I drive down a gorgeous,
         tree-lined road. Massive Georgian houses line each side of the street. I’m peering out the window looking for an address.
      

      
      ‘Smell what?’ I ask distractedly, pulling up outside the most impressive house so far.

      
      ‘Money,’ Olivia announces, sniffing wildly. ‘Loads and loads of money.’

      
      I giggle and tell her to shut up. Then I glance at my piece of paper, on which I have written the address of Della Sweeney,
         eminent art collector. ‘OK, this seems to be it,’ I say as I hop out of the car. ‘Wish me luck.’
      

      
      ‘Good luck,’ Olivia waves at me and gives me the thumbs up.

      
      She’s more excited than I am.

      
      I’m not so sure I’ll even need luck. Della Sweeney contacted me, so she obviously wants me to do a mural for her. I walk up Della’s enormous driveway which is cobble-locked in black and
         grey. There is enough room for ten cars, but only one enormous vehicle takes up space in front of the door. Skirting around
         it, I ring the doorbell which jangles on and on inside the huge house.
      

      
      The door is opened some moments later by the tallest woman I have ever seen.

      
      ‘Hi, Eve Cole at your service?’ Smiling brightly, I push my green cap back on my head.

      
      I hadn’t expected Della Sweeney to look like this. Her online pictures, ones that show her buying various expensive and sought-after
         canvases, are just portraits and don’t highlight the fact that she must be at least six foot tall. In truth, now that I’m
         in front of her, I’m a little nervous, but excitement at maybe getting a glimpse of her art collection bubbles up inside me
         and I grin like a lunatic.
      

      
      ‘You’re Eve Cole?’ Her tone does not inspire confidence. She purses her lips and narrows her eyes as if she believes her eyesight
         has gone wrong somehow.
      

      
      ‘Yes.’ Another smile. I’ve been told my smile is charming despite the fact that my bottom teeth are a bit crooked. I head
         her off at the pass. ‘I know you probably think I look young, but actually I’m twenty-eight.’
      

      
      ‘Twenty-eight?’ She pauses. Pats her greying hair and stands upright. She is the tallest old woman I have ever seen. ‘You
         look about fifteen.’ It’s like she’s accusing me of robbing her.
      

      
      ‘So I’ve been told,’ I grin. ‘You should have seen what I looked like when I was fifteen.’

      
      Not even the ghost of a smile. ‘And,’ she stresses, ‘I thought you’d be better dressed.’

      
      Ouch. I’m wearing a pair of dungarees and a stripy T-shirt along with a pair of green Converse trainers and my trusty green
         cap. ‘These are my old clothes,’ I explain politely, ‘you asked me for a quote for a wall painting. I’m not auditioning for
         secretary.’
      

      
      ‘“Interviewing” is the word I believe you’re looking for,’ she says imperiously. Then she stands back and opens her door a
         little wider. ‘Well, please come in.’
      

      
      Gee, thanks, I feel like saying, but I don’t. This woman wants to offer me a job and I want a job. Especially here. Olivia
         had been agog when I’d told her that I’d got an e-mail from Della Sweeney. In fact, she was so agog that she’d insisted on
         coming with me to see where the woman lived and find out what she wanted. What does Della want? She’d just said a wall painting,
         so I’d assumed she meant a mural, which is good news as things have been slow in the mural-painting business recently, though,
         surprisingly, I can make a steady living from selling my canvases online. Loads of people love Van Gogh and I’m only too happy
         to paint replicas of his most popular paintings for them. But murals are what I love best. Huge paintings on walls or ceilings
         or floors. Because the job is so much bigger, it takes so much longer and it’s nice to lose myself in something like that
         for a while. Of course, I don’t only paint some Van Gogh, I copy all the Old Masters but I’m best at him. I find his style
         easy, his brush strokes come naturally to me. I like his choice of colours and his use of light. I’m not familiar with his
         lesser-known works but give me the sunflowers or the starry night stuff and I’m as happy as he must have been when he sold
         his first piece. Which I can also paint.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ Della says to me as she leads me through an enormous hallway which I can’t help but gawk at. This place, situated
         in one of the richest areas in Dublin, is bigger than it appears from the outside, and even that’s massive. In fact, my whole
         apartment would fit into this hall and there’d be room to spare. I’d even bet when she bought this house that she didn’t pay
         as much as I did for my dog box. My negative equity dog box, as it happens. My negative equity dog box in a ghost apartment
         block. Well, except for the Party People downstairs and the gorgeous Larry, as Olivia has christened him, across the hall
         from me. The only upside of the whole mess is that I have a great social life.
      

      
      I wonder if Della gets lonely living in this place by herself. When I did a quick search on Google, it revealed that she has
         no family. Her footsteps echo in the marble, tiled hallway while my trainers squeak like a newborn chick. I catch up as she
         leads me into a massive dining room that smells of old oak. The ceiling is high and the walls have that charming unevenness
         that is lovely in period houses but not so cool in negative equity apartments. I can’t help gasping at some of the paintings
         on her walls and wonder if they are the originals. There appears to be some le Brocquys and a Turner. ‘This is where I was
         planning to have the painting,’ she says, indicating the wall behind her massive oak table.
      

      
      I nod. ‘That should be fine, the light in here is good, so there should be no problem. Now tell me, what would you like done?’
      

      
      ‘I’m not quite sure. Anything once it’s original,’ she says.

      
      ‘Original?’ I shake my head. ‘I only really do copies. I don’t paint original stuff.’ ‘Why not?’ This woman does not seem
         to like me at all. Her tone is sharp.
      

      
      ‘Why on earth don’t you paint originals? I never heard of anything so ridiculous.’

      
      No one has ever asked me that before. I’ve never really thought about it. ‘Well,’ I match her tone – I’m not going to get
         the job now anyway – ‘I happen to be very good at what I do, people really like my copies.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure they do, I’ve bought one, it’s very good but I don’t want a copy. What would you charge for an original Eve Cole
         painting?’
      

      
      ‘Twenty thousand euro,’ I name an outrageous amount.

      
      ‘Fifteen and you’ve got a deal.’

      
      I wonder briefly if I’m on one of those TV shows where they set you up. I glance around but can’t see any cameras. Turning
         back to her, I ask suspiciously, ‘What did you say?’
      

      
      She looks calmly at me. ‘I collect art,’ she says, her hand encompassing the fantastic work on the walls. ‘I spend money on
         good quality art as an investment. I happen to think you have potential. Your copies are fantastic, so I thought I’d ask you
         here to discuss an original.’
      

      
      ‘Well,’ I say less cockily now, feeling a little flutter of pride, ‘I’m really not an original sort of artist.’ For fifteen
         thousand euro, my mind says, you just could be.
      

      
      ‘Nonsense,’ the woman dismisses that comment with a wave of her hand. ‘Even though you paint the Old Masters, you do have
         a certain style that’s your own. I’ve noted it in your work. What is it they say? Oh, yes, just think what you’d like to express
         and say it through your art.’
      

      
      ‘Most things I want to express, I just say straight out,’ I attempt a joke, but she still refuses to smile. ‘I’m not one of
         those mysterious people,’ I add, ‘I don’t think I have much to say.’
      

      
      She looks at me in some disbelief. I suppose she thinks it’s a bit sad that I’ve admitted to not having original thoughts, but I’m not a deep thinker.
      

      
      ‘Seventeen thousand euro and that’s my final offer. ‘She folds her arms and I admire her exquisite bracelet as it jangles
         with the movement. ‘You must have been interested in my offer,’ she raises a sceptical eyebrow, ‘I mean why else would you
         have come here?’
      

      
      ‘I thought you wanted me to paint a mural.’

      
      ‘And what good would a mural do me? No, I stated in my e-mail to you that I wanted an original canvas. Didn’t you read your
         e-mail message?’
      

      
      Obviously not. I’d read hers as far as ‘I’d like you to come to my house’, and just assumed it was a mural she wanted as that
         is always what people want when they get me to call out. After that, I’d skimmed to her address, seen her name and almost
         had a heart attack with excitement. Then I told Olivia. ‘Obviously I didn’t read it properly,’ I admit. ‘I just assumed—’
      

      
      ‘I can give you an advance to get you working,’ Della says, cutting me off, ‘if that’ll help.’

      
      Seventeen thousand euro would help a lot, I think. I could get my mortgage down for a start. But an original?

      
      ‘Most people would be flattered,’ she says.

      
      ‘Well, I am,’ I say. ‘I mean a painting of mine hanging beside that.’ I point to a le Brocquy and, for the first time, she
         smiles.
      

      
      ‘Yes, it’s wonderful, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘It is.’ I venture towards it and see the tiny little sensors she has fixed onto it so it can’t be stolen. For a brief second,
         I imagine my painting here and impulsively I nod. ‘All right then.’ I immediately wish I hadn’t.
      

      
      ‘Fantastic. You’ll do it?’

      
      ‘I’ll try. I’ll pay you back if I can’t manage it.’

      
      ‘You’ll manage,’ she says. Then adds, ‘And I’ll know if you’re faking it, so don’t paint me a blue line and tell me it’s some
         sort of cerebral thing.’
      

      
      I wonder if she spoke to Louis le Brocquy like that.

      
      ‘I’d never do that,’ I say indignantly, whilst thinking, damn.

      
      She writes me a cheque for three thousand euro and I have to sign a receipt for it. Twenty minutes after I walked through
         the front door, I’m back on the street, climbing into my dingy old car, that’s only worth about a hundred euro, and thinking that I
         must be mad.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ Olivia demands the second I sit behind the wheel. ‘What did she want?’

      
      Dumbly, I hand Olivia the cheque. ‘An original,’ I stammer, as I fire the engine.

      
      ‘No way!’ Olivia squeals and I only hope Della Sweeney has gone back inside. ‘From you?’

      
      ‘No, from my cat,’ I sneer at her, grinning.

      
      ‘You don’t have a cat,’ she smart asses back before thumping me on the arm in delight. ‘Eve, this is fantastic. OK, lunch.
         Now.’ And then, before I can stop her, she plucks out her phone and dials our friends to tell them that we have big news and
         to meet us now.
      

      
      I groan. Trust Olivia to tell everyone.

   
      
      2

      
      The thing about my friends is that we all have flexible lives. By that, I mean we can meet up for lunch whenever we like.
         There’s me, a painter of Van Gogh fakes and, unless I’m in the middle of a painting, I can down tools whenever the call comes.
         There’s Olivia, a potter, self-employed and doing quite well thanks to her dad’s investment in her talent. She is the most
         successful of my friends and had taken the day off in honour of me seeing Della Sweeney. Next up, there’s Eric, Olivia’s boyfriend.
         He’s a student, twenty years old to Olivia’s twenty-eight and she likes him because at twenty he won’t be thinking of ‘settling
         down or any of that rubbish’. Then there are June and Laura, both unemployed, but both living at home and drawing the dole,
         so they have enough money to go to a pub in the middle of the day. They were at art college with Olivia and me, but left before
         they finished because they both got jobs, which they’ve now lost. Finally, the fifth member of our gang is David, a personal
         trainer with a body as rock hard as, well, a rock, I suppose. He’s a friend of one of Olivia’s old boyfriends and while the
         old boyfriend left our group, David stayed on. I was quite glad because David is a nice guy. Besides the rock hard physique,
         he’s funny and has a face like an action man. Olivia reckons that he fancies me, though I’m not so sure because he’s never
         asked me out. Anyway, David’s personal-training business took a nose dive with the recession, so now he’s running boot camps for unfit people and doing quite well, thank you very much. He’s the last to arrive
         and he slides in beside me, a pint of orange juice in his beefy hands.
      

      
      ‘So, what’s this exciting news?’ he asks.

      
      He smells of the shower and fresh soap. Yum.

      
      The others all look eagerly at me. I open my mouth to tell them but am interrupted by Olivia announcing dramatically, ‘Eve
         is only poised at the cusp of the big-time.’
      

      
      I snort out a laugh. ‘I wouldn’t quite put it like that.’

      
      ‘So how would you put it?’ David asks, looking at me with his brilliant blue eyes. His soft, gentle tone belies the tough-looking, shaven-headed
         exterior. My heart flips like a pancake.
      

      
      ‘Now surely that’s a conversation for you and Eve to have in private,’ June giggles as Olivia snorts loudly.

      
      I ignore the innuendo and David’s blushes as I explain what Della Sweeney wanted with me. I underplay it a lot, not wanting
         to make it into a big deal. I have serious doubts about whether I can produce the goods and, if I fail, I do not need everyone’s
         pity. As I finish telling them about the commission I have to paint, there is an awed silence.
      

      
      ‘Seventeen grand,’ Eric whistles impressed. ‘That’s, like, all my college fees paid.’

      
      ‘That’s a year’s dole, almost,’ June says.

      
      ‘It’s at least two boot camps,’ David nods. We all gawk at him. ‘Joke,’ he holds his hands in the air. ‘More like four,’ he
         deadpans.
      

      
      Eric tosses a beer mat at him as we laugh.

      
      ‘Well, I think it’s brilliant you’re going to paint your own stuff,’ Olivia pronounces when the laughter dies down. Eric wraps
         his arm about her shoulder and they remind me suddenly of Ashton Kutcher and Demi Moore, a boy and a woman. ‘I mean,’ Olivia
         continues, appealing to June and Laura, ‘wasn’t this girl fantastic in college? And what does she do? Instead of being original,
         she copies other people’s paintings.’
      

      
      ‘Van Gogh is hardly “other people”,’ I laugh.

      
      ‘Well, it’s a waste,’ she leans across the table and jabs her finger on it emphatically. ‘A waste,’ she says again.

      
      Olivia has never said this to me before. I’m taken aback. ‘Well, thanks,’ I attempt a grin, ‘it’s nice to know that I’ve wasted
         the last six years of my life.’
      

      
      ‘Ah,’ Olivia waves her hand in the air, ‘that’s not what I mean. But you’re better than being a copier. I reckon you just
         sort of drifted into it because of your dad.’
      

      
      ‘My dad?’ I swallow, uneasy talking about him in any company. My dad died five years ago, wasted away to nothing by motor
         neurone disease, and even the mention of him causes a massive lump to form in my throat. He was such a great man. It was such
         a hard time.
      

      
      ‘Oh don’t get me wrong,’ Olivia shifts her position on the seat, shaking Eric’s arm off as she leans even closer, ‘he was
         a lovely man, but you and he were too close. He was a copier and I don’t think he saw beyond that, not even for you.’
      

      
      ‘He was not just a copier,’ I say. ‘He was an art dealer too.’

      
      Olivia’s raised eyebrows tell me what she thinks of this. ‘Mm.’

      
      ‘I know what Olivia means,’ Laura, who has been quiet up until now, says. ‘Your dad was cautious, maybe too cautious and it
         was limiting. And you became cautious too. And then when he got sick’ – she places a hand on my arm to let me know that she’s
         not trying to upset me – ‘it was easier for you than trying to go it alone. I’m sure you couldn’t even think straight at that
         time. But even your copies, they have a certain style that’s most definitely yours.’
      

      
      That’s what Della said. It’s a nice thing to hear.

      
      ‘Well, I’m still not sure that I can do it,’ I say, expressing the fear I’ve had since leaving Della’s house and diverting
         the subject away from my dad.
      

      
      This is met by a chorus of ‘of course you can’ and ‘you’re brilliant’.

      
      And so lunch turns to tea and tea turns into way past supper time. And at that stage, it’s taxis home for all of us.

      
      And as I stagger out of the taxi, David helping me to my door, his arm about my waist making me feel all melty and safe, I
         feel so happy just to be me, crappy apartment in the middle of a south Dublin building site and all.
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      To most people, my apartment would not be seen as the most desirable of properties. From the outside, it’s in the middle of
         a half-finished estate. Whatever green spaces there were meant to be have morphed into massive muddy mounds of clay. Bricks
         and blocks and pipes litter the streets, if there were any streets. It’s an obstacle course just to get to the main road.
         There is, however, a nice view of the Dublin Mountains from my white functional kitchen, which is fitted with some cool space-saver
         presses. I have one bedroom and a big sitting room. This room is the reason I bought the place four years ago. It’s large,
         airy and bright and makes the perfect studio. Facing south, it has floor-to-ceiling doors of glass which lead onto a small
         veranda that you’d have to be anorexic to sit out on. But these doors flood the room with the most beautiful light, summer
         and winter.
      

      
      The concrete floor is perfect for my needs and though I sometimes pine after a sofa and some comfy cushions, I know that beggars
         can’t be choosers and I am one poor, just-about-making-the-mortgage beggar. For comfort, I have two bean bags or I sit in
         the kitchen on my wooden chairs at my small wooden table and whenever my mother calls over, that’s where she sits too. She
         has long ago given up on me as the daughter she can boast about down the local Tesco as having her own lovely place and a
         man and kids. Instead, she has to satisfy herself by telling the neighbours of my special talents and the fact that I’m a free spirit who doesn’t want to be tied down. Which to be honest
         isn’t true at all. I don’t mind admitting that I would love to have a man in my life, one who is the owner of a comfy sofa
         preferably. I’ve had one or two relationships which have fizzled out like damp fireworks that never quite got going. But I
         have never found ‘The One’. In fact, I’ve never found even half a one. But I live in hope. In fact, I’ve more hope of finding
         The One than I have of ever producing an original artwork for Della Sweeney. Two weeks later, I am still struggling to deliver.
      

      
      I’ve sat on my kitchen chairs and I’ve tried to think deep thoughts – on the economy, on politics, on my own single state.
         I’ve tried to think about what makes me tick and what my hopes for the world are, big thoughts and, so far, I haven’t managed
         to get interested in any of them. I’m desolately doodling on a sheet of paper when my gorgeous neighbour Larry raps on the
         glass door of my studio. Larry is a walking work of art. He never crosses the hall to knock on my door, preferring instead
         to hop from his veranda onto mine, risking his life in the process. He says it gives him a small buzz which helps him cope
         with the fact that collecting the dole is the highlight of his week.
      

      
      I don’t know if Larry will ever find a job because he’s been in prison. That’s where he did drama and, because of that, he’s
         decided that the life of an actor is for him. I don’t know if he’s any good, I think he must be because he can mimic all the
         Party People who live downstairs. He’s a laugh and he’s really sorry for whatever he did that landed him in Mountjoy, which
         wasn’t murder or manslaughter or anything like that, he assured me, though he’s always very mysterious whenever the subject
         of his misdemeanour is broached and he’s never told me what it was. Something like that would normally make me wary, but Larry
         is strangely compelling. He’s the kind of guy you listen to, you laugh with, his eyes, a mesmerising silver grey, pull his
         audience into every tall story he tells, his mouth always seems to be about to break into a smile and his whole lean, fit
         body fizzes with energy. All that and he has the face of an angel. Big innocent eyes, long curly eyelashes, lean jawed and clear skinned. His short shaven hair is sinfully black and shiny. Larry, despite
         being an ex-con, is too good to miss out on. He’s like the extra cream on the strawberries – you know it’s bad for you, but
         you eat it right up anyhow.
      

      
      ‘Hi,’ I open the door and he bounds in. He’s dressed in an old pair of jeans and a green sweatshirt with a picture of an apple
         on it. He’s wearing Doc Marten boots. ‘Want a cuppa?’
      

      
      ‘I’d prefer tea, ta.’

      
      It’s a joke we have. It’s not very funny, but it’s the way he says it. I smile. ‘Come on out to the kitchen so.’

      
      He follows me and on the way has a look at my latest efforts to create an original painting. ‘What’s this meant to be?’ He
         holds up a page where I’ve drawn a circle and inside it lots of shapes.
      

      
      ‘You tell me,’ I say glumly.

      
      Larry grins. ‘Well, I’d say it was a picture about how trapped you’re feeling having to do this original picture. This here,’
         he indicates all the swirly bits on the page, ‘is your anxiety.’ He straightens up and, doing a fair impression of the art
         critics I remember coming into my dad’s gallery when I was younger, he says pompously, ‘And these erratic shapes are the artist’s
         suppressed hopelessness and insecurities. Note the yellow colour, this has been long associated with cowardice, so the artist
         is feeling a bit of a coward about it all.’ Then he winks at me. ‘Am I right?’
      

      
      ‘Fantastic,’ I grin back. Then I sniff loudly, my nose in the air. ‘What is that smell? Oh yes, it’s bullshit. That’ – I indicate
         the picture – ‘was just a doodle, to free my mind so I could think deep and profound thoughts.’
      

      
      ‘And those thoughts haven’t yet materialised?’

      
      ‘Nope. The only thing I could think was that the next time I plan on sitting on my kitchen chairs for long periods, I’m going
         to have to buy a few cushions.’
      

      
      Larry laughs loudly. ‘Well, you sit down on your cushionless chair and I’ll make the tea, how about that?’

      
      ‘Go on so. There are biscuits in the press.’

      
      ‘Brilliant.’

      
      I watch him as he potters around my kitchen, unable to tear my eyes away from his perfectly formed backside, his broad shoulders
         and his smooth neck. He has rolled up the sleeves of his sweatshirt to reveal brown muscular arms and, for the first time,
         I notice that he has a tattoo of a silver fish on his inner wrist. I can’t believe I’d never noticed it before. It’s actually
         pretty impressive.
      

      
      ‘Liking your art,’ I say.

      
      He turns towards me questioningly.

      
      ‘On your wrist?’

      
      ‘This?’ he holds his arm towards me and I catch it, glad of the chance to examine the tattoo. It’s perfect. Every scale seems
         to shimmer. I trace my hand over it and look up to see his eyes studying me intently. There’s a funny look in them. Sad or
         resigned, I’m not sure which. It makes me a little wary though.
      

      
      ‘Where’d you get it done?’ I ask, dropping his hand quite abruptly.

      
      He doesn’t seem to notice. ‘Place in the city centre,’ he says tuning away and filling up the mugs with hot water. ‘I got
         it done with my first dole cheque.’
      

      
      ‘What made you choose a fish?’

      
      He places the tea in front of me and shrugs, ‘It’s a salmon actually. And I dunno. I just liked it.’ He doesn’t look at me
         as he answers it so I think he does know, only he doesn’t want to say, which is fair enough.
      

      
      ‘It’s a nice job. I’ve got a tattoo too, on my ankle. See?’ I pull down my stripy sock and, lifting my leg, I show him a tiny
         little ankle bracelet tattoo. ‘I kept losing my own ankle bracelets or they kept breaking and so I thought, here’s the solution.
         My motherwent mad.’
      

      
      Larry grins, showing his white teeth, nice and straight and even. ‘What age were you?’

      
      ‘Eighteen.’

      
      ‘D’you regret it?’

      
      ‘Nah. Maybe when I’m about eighty and hobbling along in my old lady sensible sandals sporting a tattoo, maybe then I might
         think it was a mistake.’
      

      
      ‘Aw, that’s not so bad. You’ll have forty good years to enjoy it between now and then.’
      

      
      I hit him for that. ‘I do not look forty. I am still in my twenties, thank you very much.’
      

      
      ‘So what happens when you lose your earrings or your necklace, d’you get them tattooed on as well?’

      
      ‘That’s exactly what my mother said!’ I laugh a little and so does he. Finally, biscuits on the table, he sits opposite me.
         ‘I really only called in to invite you to a party tonight. Downstairs in Ed’s. Bring your own drink.’
      

      
      ‘Do I have a choice?’ I ask wryly. ‘It’s either go to Ed’s party or stay up all night listening to it.’

      
      ‘That would be an accurate assessment of the situation all right,’ Larry agrees, smiling. ‘But if it’s any consolation, they
         said they’d like you to be there. You and that big fella that always hauls you home when you go drinking with your mates.’
         He quirks his eyebrows.
      

      
      ‘His name is David and he doesn’t haul me home. He helps me to the door.’

      
      Larry grins and goes on, ‘And, as I have an audition tomorrow for a small part in a film and I’ve to be dishevelled, I figured
         a bit of realism wouldn’t go astray. So I’m going.’
      

      
      ‘A film?’ I’m seriously impressed.

      
      ‘It’s only a small part. But the pay is good, so my agent says.’

      
      ‘An agent,’ I snort, ‘get you!’

      
      ‘You should get an agent,’ Larry says. ‘Especially if this auld wan is right and your original paintings will make a fortune.
         You need someone looking after you.’
      

      
      ‘You could do it,’ I bat his comment away with a joke. ‘You’d convince anyone I have deep thoughts.’

      
      For some reason, Larry flushes and looks away and doesn’t manage to come back with any sort of a quip, which surprises me.

      
      ‘Have I said something wrong?’ I venture after a silence that can only be described as unnaturally long.

      
      ‘No,’ his eyes don’t quite meet mine though, so I know I must have. Draining his cup, he stands up and looks down on me. ‘Don’t beat yourself up about this painting,’ he says then. ‘You’ll find enough people will do that to you without doing it
         yourself.’
      

      
      ‘Wow.’ I jab his arm. ‘Aren’t you the philosopher? Can you tell me what to think so I can paint it?’

      
      His answer is a smile, and I follow him back into my studio where I watch nervously as he leaps back onto his own veranda.
         Then with a mock-salute, he’s gone.
      

      
      Back to my deep thoughts.
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      Later that evening, just as I am about to head out the door with a twelve-pack of beer, my mobile rings. It’s my mother. I
         flirt with the idea of ignoring the call, but I know I’d feel guilty all night if I did. Flipping the phone open, I utter
         a breathless ‘hi’ in the hope that she’ll get the hint that I’m about to go out.
      

      
      ‘Are you going somewhere?’ she asks.

      
      ‘Yes.’ I don’t elaborate. She is deeply suspicious of Larry. Oh, she loved him when she met him in my apartment one evening,
         but that was before she found out he’d been in jail, then she started advising me to sleep with knives in my bed and told
         me to invest in a personal alarm. She even got a security firm to post their brochure to me.
      

      
      ‘Please wait,’ she sounds a little tearful and my heart quickens.

      
      ‘Why? What’s happened?’

      
      ‘I can’t get Robert on the phone, he’s the only one that could explain this. I mean, maybe it’s good news, I don’t know. But
         I don’t think it is because if it was, they would have told me earlier, before John died, but they didn’t so I know there
         is something strange about it. I—’
      

      
      ‘Mam?’ I interrupt before she gets herself into a complete state, ‘What is wrong?’ I don’t like the fact that she mentioned
         my dad. My mother and I tend to steer clear of that awful time in our lives.
      

      
      ‘You’ll have to come and see for yourself, if I told you you’d think I was reading it wrong, but I’m not, I know I’m not. I know what my eyes are telling me. I know that there is no way
         your father could have—’
      

      
      ‘Mam, take a chill pill.’ She’s mentioned him again. Now there’s a lump in my throat.

      
      ‘Take a chill pill! Take a chill pill. Take a chill pill.’
      

      
      Oh dear, I think. ‘Right,’ I say, ‘I’m on my way. You sit tight and calm down.’

      
      ‘I don’t want to ruin your night out,’ she says then, knowing full well she’s done just that.

      
      ‘Well, you have,’ I grin, ‘so get over it.’

      
      ‘You’ll see why when you come over,’ my mother predicts ominously. ‘You’ll see why.’

      
      Half an hour later, I pull up outside my mother’s apartment block in Donnybrook. Even though it’s only about eight miles from
         my own very humble abode, it might as well be on another planet. I have unfettered muck and weeds, she has cobble-lock and
         fountains. I have a corner shop that closes at eight because of wild, roaming youths; she has high-end restaurants and shopping
         malls. I have a ten per cent occupancy rate and a dangerous stairwell; she has classy neighbours and a carpeted lift. She
         bought the apartment after Dad died, not wanting to stay in a house on her own. She wanted something with more security, a
         place where they – whoever ‘they’ were – would have to scale the walls to rob her. My mother is a bit neurotic like that.
      

      
      She’s on the fifth floor and she still has money left from the sale of the house for a nest egg. Even the auctioneer was amazed
         at how much our old house sold for; someone really wanted it, he said. I miss the house though. It wasn’t a mansion, just
         a four-bed semi about ten minutes walk from the sea in Dún Laoghaire. The back garden was one of those large overgrown wildernesses
         that kids love and right at the end of the garden, my dad had built an artist’s studio. When I was a kid, he and I would paint
         for hours in there. He’d find old canvases and ask me to paint over them and I would. Sometimes, he even made his own paint
         from oil and pigments, but mostly we used oil from tubes. I miss that studio, the smells in it, of oils and freshly cut wood.
         I miss the comfort of standing at his old easel and the sound of him pottering around and telling me how great I am. I miss
         the silence of being so far down the back garden that not even the sound of traffic from the road outside permeated the calm.
         I miss him, I miss his quiet dignity, I miss his soft humour – and I miss his passion for art. Mam tries her best but we both
         know that she hasn’t a clue.
      

      
      Hopping out of my car, I slam the door and the whole vehicle shakes like the rattling wreck it is. Then, pulling my bobble
         hat on – it’s pouring rain – I make a dash for the front door. My mother buzzes me up and, as I cross the gleaming, white-tiled
         foyer to the lift, Paddy the porter bounces up like a jack in the box to bar my way. He’s about sixty with a face like Clarence,
         the angel from It’s a Wonderful Life, innocent and kind and smiley. It’s a sadly deceptive face though because he is a bit of a letch. In order to pass him, I
         have to compliment him. I try my best to keep it clean.
      

      
      ‘What’s today’s compliment?’ he asks, his brows lifted expectantly.

      
      ‘Hmm,’ I purse my lips and look him up and down. ‘Paddy is the coolest guy I know.’

      
      He feigns devastation. ‘I’m in my’ – a hesitation – ‘fifties,’ he pronounces. ‘I don’t do cool.’

      
      ‘Gosh, I thought you were only about forty-five.’

      
      ‘Much better.’ He stands aside. ‘You may pass, madam,’ he indicates the lift. ‘Tell Iris I was asking for her.’

      
      ‘I’m sure she’ll find it easy to contain her pleasure at that,’ I answer, hopping into the lift before he can say any more.
         As the door slides closed, I hear him laugh and it makes me smile.
      

      
      My mother has her door open before I even get a chance to knock. She drags me inside, looking furtively left and right before
         slamming the door closed. ‘Oh, thank God you’re here. I still haven’t been able to reach Robert.’
      

      
      Because my mother is not the most self-reliant person and tends to panic a lot over the smallest things, before Dad died he
         asked Robert, his best friend, if he’d keep an eye out for me and my mother and, to his credit, Robert has been brilliant.
         But now he’s got a new woman friend and she has managed to draw the normally reserved Robert from his shell. Right now, they
         are on holidays together and I’m sure the last thing they need is panicky phone calls from my hysterical mother.
      

      
      ‘Robert is on holiday,’ I remind my mother as I follow her into her sitting room, which is a world away from my own shabby,
         though light-filled, affair. My mother has fabulous taste and her apartment is a shrine to diversity. She’s got some lovely
         pieces from our old house mixed in with IKEA staples. Surprisingly, nothing jars and it’s all very relaxing. I think that
         maybe if I could unwind into my mother’s big brown leather sofa, I’d have some deep thoughts. But, nah, I’d probably just
         fall asleep.
      

      
      ‘You sit there,’ my mother, who hasn’t even dressed or brushed her hair, pushes me gently down onto said sofa. ‘I’ll just
         get the letter, it arrived today. It was addressed to me but I didn’t know it was a bank thing because it was in a nice envelope.
         And Robert wasn’t here to open the post—’
      

      
      ‘Robert opens your post?’ God, I had no idea that she was that helpless.

      
      ‘Well yes, your father always did it and now Robert does. I save it for him unless I know it’s a card for me or something,
         and I thought this was a card so I opened it by mistake.’
      

      
      ‘Well if it was addressed to you, you hardly opened it by mistake.’

      
      She bats my comment away with a toss of her hand and leaves, her dressing gown flapping after her. I wonder, with a growing
         sense of unease, what crisis has taken place. Normally, I don’t take her that seriously which is usually the best course of
         action, but my mother not getting dressed is something to be concerned about.
      

      
      She arrives back, like a mini tornado, flops down beside me on the sofa and shoves an innocent-looking white envelope into
         my hands.
      

      
      ‘Open it,’ she says. ‘You read it and see if you come to the same conclusions as me. I’m afraid to look again.’

      
      ‘OK.’ Then before I pull the slim-looking paper from the envelope, I add, ‘Mam, calm down, OK? Please? For me?’

      
      She nods but continues to hyperventilate as I withdraw the white page. Unfolding it, I see that it’s a bank statement from
         a bank I don’t recognise.
      

      
      ‘It’s just a bank statement,’ I say. Then, I look again, ‘Oh, it’s a statement of interest earned on the account.’

      
      Mam says nothing.

      
      And then I see what she must have seen. I peer at the page more closely this time. Maybe it’s not in euro, my mind says. But
         then, at the top, I read, ‘currency: euro’. And I swallow hard.
      

      
      ‘Does it say that I have almost eleven million in a bank account?’ my mother whispers. ‘In a bank I’ve never heard of?’

      
      ‘I’m not that great with banking stuff,’ I stammer out.

      
      ‘Eve?’

      
      I shrug. ‘OK, yeah, I think so.’

      
      She lets out a tiny, hysterical shriek.

      
      ‘Mam, calm down, there has to be a mistake.’

      
      ‘I don’t think there is.’ She hops up and begins frantically pacing around. ‘Where on earth did I get that kind of money?
         All I can think of is that it was your father’s money. I vaguely remember Robert sorting out the bank accounts when John died,’
         she finally coughs out.
      

      
      I wince a little.

      
      ‘I keep wondering if John was robbing banks or blackmailing some mafia man or something?’

      
      Despite myself, I start to giggle.

      
      Mam glares at me before smiling a tiny bit too. She lets out a deep sigh and flops back on the sofa. ‘If only we could get
         hold of Robert,’ she moans.
      

      
      ‘He’s away with his … ’ – I don’t know what to call Denise, his woman friend – ‘ … girlfriend,’ I eventually manage. ‘He’ll
         be back on Tuesday. We’ll ask him then. It could be a banking error.’
      

      
      A brief look of hope illuminates my mother’s face before it vanishes to be replaced by gloom. ‘And it might not be.’

      
      ‘Which means that you are a millionaire,’ I say. ‘Wouldn’t that be nice? Maybe Dad made some shrewd investments or something.’

      
      Another look of hope, this time sustained. ‘Oh,’ she says, ‘I never thought of that, your dad was a businessman after all.’
      

      
      ‘He was.’ I know both of us are thinking ‘hopeless businessman’, but neither of us say it. I fold the statement back into
         the envelope and say, ‘Let’s not worry until you talk to Robert, OK?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. I suppose.’ She pauses, then reaches over and squeezes my hand in hers. ‘Sorry for ruining your night, pet.’

      
      ‘It’s OK.’ I give her a gentle push. ‘Now, go shower and dress and I’ll treat you to dinner.’

      
      ‘You can’t afford that,’ she exclaims. ‘Let me take you.’
      

      
      ‘Nope, I offered first so hop it.’

      
      Smiling again, she stands up. ‘All right.’ Then she looks at me. ‘You look very nice, Eve. I like your dress. Are you sure
         you can’t salvage something from your night.’
      

      
      ‘It was only a party, so it wasn’t a big deal.’

      
      ‘In your block?’

      
      ‘Where else?’ I joke.

      
      She frowns slightly. ‘Well, if we are millionaires, the first thing I’m going to do is buy you a nice place to live.’

      
      ‘I have a nice place to live.’

      
      She looks in exasperation at me before leaving and I soon hear her pottering around her room, pulling out clothes and getting
         the shower ready. Whilst she is gone, I surreptitiously call Robert, figuring that he might be more inclined to answer to
         me, but it goes straight to his voicemail, so I leave a message. ‘Hey, Robert, it’s Eve. Can you ring me back when you get
         this message? Make it after eleven. Mam has probably rung you, but ring me first, OK? Hope Denise is behaving herself.’ Clicking
         off, I sink contentedly into the sofa and flick on the telly.
      

      
      Three hours later, I’m on my way back to my apartment, having just dropped my slightly drunken, relaxed mother home, when
         my phone rings. Robert’s number flashes and I immediately pull into the side of the road and earn a ‘you stupid bitch’ from
         an irate motorist behind. I wave an apology and get the finger in return.
      

      
      ‘Hi,’ I say to Robert, ‘thanks for ringing back.’

      
      ‘No problem,’ he says cheerily. In the background, I can hear the sound of people chattering and glasses clinking. ‘Dee is just gone to the bar so I thought I’d give you a call. We’ve
         seen a wonderful play tonight, the French version of Tartuffe. Dee said she could see me in the main part.’
      

      
      I smile. What I know of Tartuffe is that he’s a ladies’ man, a world away from shy awkward Robert. But Dee thinks he’s wonderful,
         which is all that matters. Their bumbling, fumbling, blushing love affair is really quite cute. They met at their local drama
         group. Robert, despite his shyness, always fancied himself as a bit of a thespian and has been in plays for years. He’s actually
         not bad, just a bit wooden sometimes. One night, Dee, a skinny, mousey woman who wears enormous glasses and clothes that are
         so old fashioned I have never seen them in any shops, approached him and asked him to sign her programme because he was just
         wonderful in his portrayal of whoever he was portraying at the time. Robert’s performances tend to blend into one another
         a little. So Robert signed her programme and then, sometime later, offered to trace Dee’s family tree for her. It was his
         idea of a date; he’s a history professor slash genealogist. They spent their days in the national archives, wearing white
         gloves and whispering to each other before finding out that Dee’s parentage was not so great at all, having as she did two
         convicts in her family. But love triumphed and now they are officially an ‘item’.
      

      
      ‘What seems to be the problem?’ Robert asks, ‘Iris must have called me about ten times.’ He laughs a little. ‘Dee thinks she’s
         jealous.’
      

      
      ‘Well, tell Dee that she’s not. She’s delighted to see you getting your groove back, old timer.’

      
      Robert laughs again.

      
      ‘Anyway,’ I continue, ‘my mother’s a bit confused. She opened a letter from a bank today.’

      
      ‘And?’ Robert suddenly sounds very cautious.

      
      ‘Apparently, she’s a millionaire to the tune of eleven million.’ As I utter the words, I realise how absurd it sounds and
         I break into a giggle. ‘Can you imagine?’
      

      
      There is no sound of reciprocal laughter from Robert’s end, and a sudden feeling of unease worms its way into my body making
         my stomach clench tight. ‘Robert?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Well, Eve, she shouldn’t have opened that. I normally deal with her banks.’

      
      ‘It was addressed to her.’

      
      ‘Robert, here’s your drink. It’s so cheap here.’ Denise’s light, fluttery, nervy voice floats down the line.

      
      ‘Just gimme a minute, Dee,’ Robert says.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, of course,’ Dee says hastily. ‘I’ll meet you back at our seats.’

      
      ‘Eve, I’ll be back on Tuesday. I’ll, eh, explain it all then, OK?’

      
      ‘Explain what?’ I say, suddenly breathless. ‘Will we be happy about it?’

      
      ‘He never meant you to find out.’ Robert pauses then amends, ‘We never meant you to find out.’
      

      
      ‘Find out what?’ I feel like I should be shrieking, but my voice has morphed into a terrified whisper.

      
      ‘I’ll call you on Tuesday and we’ll talk to your mother, OK?’

      
      ‘Robert—’

      
      The line goes dead. Robert has cut me off. He never does that. I stare in disbelief at my phone before flipping it closed.
         I sit in the car for a long time.
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      The meeting with Robert is set for five o’clock on Wednesday evening. Between the weekend and Tuesday, I have fielded anxious
         call from my mother, speculating about what it could all mean. She figured, as did I, that if it was good news, Robert would
         not be holding a meeting, nor would he be taking twenty-four hours after his holiday had ended, to, as my mother put it, ‘come
         up with a good story to paint it all in a nice light’. This was ironic, considering that my dad had been a very respected,
         if not exactly rich, art dealer. Over the past few days, I’ve thought about my dad more than at any other time since his death,
         wondering what he might have done to amass such a large amount of money. Laundering and drug dealing did occur to me but I
         immediately dismissed those ideas. My dad had been a gentleman to the end. Even the disease that took him did not change his
         sweet demeanour. I never heard him moan or complain, though at the end, he could barely talk. Or paint. I used to sit with
         him as he lay in bed and I’d draw pictures for him and ‘Van Gogh’ them with sharp strokes of yellow and ochre. I smile, in
         bittersweet remembrance at the way his eyes would crinkle up.
      

      
      Pulling up outside my mother’s, I see that Robert is here already, his Nissan Micra huddled into her parking space like an
         interloper at a party, I park my own excuse for a car beside his and trot over to the foyer. Paddy beams at me as I enter.
      

      
      ‘How’s things, Eve?’ he calls. ‘What’re the magic words?’
      

      
      ‘Paddy is a seriously sad man, but he’s hot.’

      
      ‘Paddy is not sad anymore,’ he chortles.

      
      I roll my eyes and because the lift isn’t available, I decide to do the healthy thing and I make for the stairs.

      
      Four floors later, I’m almost on the floor. Yet again, I’ve reneged on my New Year’s resolution to go out for a nightly jog.
         Larry has even offered to go with me but not even the thought of him in a nice tight pair of running shorts has been able
         to tempt me. I’ve told him I’ll wait until the weather improves.
      

      
      ‘It’s bloody France you should be living in,’ he said to that. ‘This, honey, is as good as it gets.’

      
      It was pouring rain at the time, so he was lying.

      
      Breathing heavily, my heart fit to burst, I let myself in to my mother’s apartment. She is in the kitchen with Robert, and
         he is showing her his holiday snaps. It all looks so perfectly normal, except that Robert hasn’t taken off his red jacket.
         Robert is the sort of man that always takes his jacket off when he enters a house. He thinks it’s rude not to. He’s dressed
         in jeans and a blue shirt, his feet sporting a pair of horrendous brown brogues which spoil the casual look he’s obviously
         aiming for. Though Robert must be in his mid-fifties, he looks younger. And acts older.
      

      
      ‘And this was Denise in the ruins of an old monastery,’ Robert is saying proudly, jabbing at a photo. I peer over his shoulder.
         ‘I showed her where the monks’ quarters would have been and the remains of the chapel that they would have prayed in.’ Denise
         in her long brown skirt and white frilly short-sleeved blouse looks as if she’d have fitted right in with the monks as their
         resident nun.
      

      
      ‘She looks very tanned,’ my mother says politely.

      
      ‘She gets a great colour,’ Robert nods, ‘browns up like a sausage in a pan.’

      
      There’s a small silence. Now that I’ve arrived, I suppose I’ve sort of spoiled the normality they’d been pretending existed.

      
      My mother pulls away from his photographs and glances at me. ‘Tea, Eve?’

      
      ‘No, let’s just see what Robert has to say about the money,’ I go straight for it. There is no point in prolonging the inevitable. Robert drops his pictures and they scatter over the floor
         and, as he bends down to pick them up, my mother raises her eyebrows at me. The man is nervous, she seems to be saying. Apprehension
         forms a lump in my throat.
      

      
      ‘Shall we sit inside?’ my mother asks.

      
      ‘Let’s.’ More confidently than I feel, I lead the way. I sit on a chair, by myself, not wanting my mother to distract me from
         whatever it is that Robert has to say. I think my mother would like to believe any sort of good news and Robert, while a great
         friend to us, is adept at painting everything in a more favourable light than it actually is. It’s something I normally love
         about him. Today, though, we both need to hear the absolute truth.
      

      
      My mother sits opposite me, obviously she’s going to look at me for clues as to how I’m taking the news of whatever mystery
         Robert has to reveal. Robert, worryingly, doesn’t sit down. He stands, his back to my mother’s ultra modern fireplace. His
         hands are clenched behind him but he bravely attempts a reassuring smile. ‘Now,’ he says expansively, ‘the money.’ He laughs
         a little, attempting a joke, ‘can we all just pretend that you never opened that letter?’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ my mother looks at me. ‘Well—’

      
      ‘No,’ I say sharply. ‘We can’t. Now Robert, just tell us. Go on. How hard can it be?’ I flash him a smile.

      
      ‘You do have a lovely smile,’ Robert winks at me, but I don’t smile back. Then he sighs, and massages his head and says on
         a groan, ‘This was never meant to come out. He was only trying to look after you both.’
      

      
      I ignore the quizzical look Mam is throwing across at me. ‘So, go on.’

      
      There’s a pause as Robert clears his throat. Then, his voice shaking a little, he says, ‘John discovered he was sick about
         two years before he told you both,’ Robert looks from me to my mother. ‘He was understandably devastated.’
      

      
      Oooo-kay, I think, shock number one. And it knocks into me like a bowling ball. ‘Two years?’ I croak out.

      
      ‘Two years?’ my mother says, fingers pressed to her mouth.
      

      
      Robert nods. ‘Yes. He told me that he’d been feeling a little off. Said his hand felt weak. I didn’t think much of it and
         neither did he until he dropped a valuable painting he was hoping to make some money on. So he went to the doctor, got some
         tests and was told he had a three-to-five-year life expectancy, maybe a little more. Meantime, he lost about fifty thousand
         on that painting he dropped.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, poor John.’ My mother blinks back some tears and I wish I’d sat beside her. ‘He should have told me.’

      
      I can’t say anything. Two whole years and he didn’t say a word to us. I’m sad and confused, and then sad again.

      
      ‘Why didn’t he tell us?’ my mother asks tearfully.

      
      ‘He didn’t know how,’ Robert says gently. ‘I suppose he wanted to feel in control, to be able to do something for you both
         before he died.’
      

      
      I recognise, through the shock, that an even bigger revelation is coming. I recognise that Robert is soft soaping us. But
         I also realise that what Robert is saying is probably true. My dad would have wanted to do something for us. But he should
         have told us …
      

      
      ‘John was a great man,’ Robert says sincerely, his voice breaking into my scattered thoughts, ‘but as you both know, he was
         not the best at business. He was respected, sure, but he undersold some of his paintings because he wanted them to hang in
         such and such a place or he bought artists that he believed in and no one else did. At least not then. He was untainted by
         money really.’ Robert sounds as if he finds it hard to believe himself. ‘So,’ he bites his lip. ‘That’s where I came in.’
      

      
      ‘You?’ My mother looks at him. ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘John knew that his financial future was uncertain. He was worried what would happen after he left. I told him I’d take care
         of you both, but he wanted to see you financially secure. He started scouring the place for paintings, actively seeking out
         new artists and wearing himself out. The stress was bad for him, so I presented him with an idea.’
      

      
      A long pause. In the apartment next to my mother’s, a telephone starts to ring. Someone answers.
      

      
      ‘Which was?’ I prompt.

      
      Robert looks at me and in his blue eyes I see … what? I’m not quite sure
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