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			Chapter 1

			Gus Shine had always wanted a big house. Not a sprawling, ten bedrooms and even more bathrooms type of place. But somewhere with high ceilings, tall windows, room to breathe. No doubt a lounge-bar psychologist would say this was explained by the way he’d grown up: ten of them in a terraced cottage near the Markets Field in Limerick, forever clamouring for an inch of space or a second’s peace. Gus believed this was too simplistic. After all, his brothers and sisters had never shown the same desire.

			Twenty years ago he had got his wish. After a decade in Dublin, the family had moved to Palmerston Park, and to the house he had renamed Garryowen. To his eyes, it had been three storeys of red-bricked perfection. When asked about his home, he’d tended to lapse into estate agent speak. ‘Exceptionally well proportioned,’ he would say, with ‘period features’ and ‘delightful gardens’. Joan, his wife, would laugh, but he’d known how proud she was to be living in such a magnificent spot. Her own start in life had been no more prosperous than his.

			Somewhere along the line, however, the joy had ebbed away. That afternoon, as Gus paced the sitting room, he saw only the flaws. He saw the black mark on the cream wall where one of the grandchildren had taken a biro for a walk. He saw how the fabric on his favourite green armchair had faded. He thought of the maintenance costs, the property tax, the heating bills. Somehow, the house felt out of control. 

			That wasn’t all. For years, Gus’s life had followed a blueprint; his business had prospered; his investments had soared. Lately, though, he’d come to realise that life had gone awry. Too little had turned out the way he’d planned.

			Half an hour before, he had stood at the front window and watched their youngest child, Tara, walk down the street, her shoulders slumped like she was carrying a hundredweight of coal. Earlier in the week, he had almost told her. He’d come as close as dammit to saying, ‘This life that you and your brothers and sister are used to, it can’t continue. It’s coming undone.’ But Tara’s face had been filled with a disarming trust, and he hadn’t been able to follow through. Still, he couldn’t put it off for much longer. 

			It was funny, he’d often asked how the children could be so different from each other. Certainly, this was how the four saw themselves. He remembered Veronica, a disturbing sincerity on her twelve-year-old face, wondering how she could possibly be related to the others. ‘You really should check with the hospital,’ she’d said. ‘I’m sure there was a mix-up.’ Now, the more he thought about them, the more he realised how similar they were.

			Eventually, Gus stopped pacing and ran a hand through his hair. These days it contained more silver than sand. He was lucky, though, that age had not yet done its worst. His chin remained firm, his shoulders broad. For the thousandth time, he considered the consequences of what he was going to say. But he had already weighed and measured every possibility. There was no other option. Of this much he was sure.

			 

			Tara Shine’s patience was starting to fray. The only reason she had called around to her sister’s house was because she was worried about their dad, but Veronica was intent on talking about herself. That was the problem with Veronica – or Vee, as almost everybody called her: she could win the Nobel Prize for self-absorption. Right then, she was twirling around the bedroom, modelling a small black dress that to Tara looked exactly like the one she’d tried on five minutes before. In her wake she left a trail of black tissue paper and grosgrain ribbon.

			Tara decided to have another try. ‘So, like I was saying, it’s Dad. He’s gone all . . . strange.’

			‘What, even stranger than usual?’ said Vee, as she jutted out one hip and balanced on her toes like she was wearing five-inch heels. ‘Shoes please, Tara,’ she added, waving in the general direction of a heap of footwear.

			‘Ah Vee, you haven’t listened to a word. Will you quit the prancing around for a moment?’ She sighed. ‘Please?’

			Slowly Vee lowered herself onto the edge of the bed; her dress didn’t allow for sudden movement. ‘Go on then. What’s he done?’

			Tara wrinkled her nose. ‘It’s not that he’s done anything as such. It’s just that he’s quiet – way too quiet. No shouting. No laughing. No singing. “Limerick, You’re a Lady” hasn’t been heard in weeks.’

			‘Be thankful for small mercies,’ said Vee.

			‘Seriously, sometimes it’s like he’s about to say something only then he checks himself and walks away. And last night I walked in on him and Mum, and they stopped talking and acted all awkward.’

			‘He is getting on, you know.’

			‘He’s sixty-two, Vee,’ she replied. ‘These days that’s young.’

			‘Maybe the years of obsessive money-making are beginning to take their toll.’

			As she spoke, Vee flexed her toes. Tara noticed how the nails were painted a flawless caramel. This month’s top shade, no doubt. Her own, which were getting their first outing of the year, had not wintered well; they were ridged and yellowish in colour. Occasionally she imagined a room in which the world’s most beautiful people held regular gatherings. They would determine what was stylish and pass these pronouncements straight on to Vee. How else could her taste be so perfect? From the thread count of her sheets to the perfume on her dressing-table to the flowers in the hall, everything was as it should be. Even thinking about the effort – and the expense – made Tara’s brain hurt. Rather than saying anything, she cast what she hoped was a withering look towards her sister’s internet shopping.

			Eventually, Vee took the hint. ‘Well, perhaps you should ask him if he’s OK. Or ask Mum. Tread carefully, though. Don’t go suggesting he’s about to croak or anything.’ She eased herself off the bed and resumed her posing. ‘Anyway, to more pressing matters: what do you think? I had planned on sending one of them back. Only all the re-parcelling is a terrible pain in the arse, especially when they’re both so divine.’

			Tara couldn’t stop herself. She reached into the pile of cardboard that sat in the middle of the bed and pulled out a receipt. ‘Holy moly, Vee! That dress costs a thousand euro. I mean, it’s lovely and everything but . . .’

			‘Ha! And the other one isn’t much cheaper.’ Vee appeared to be enjoying Tara’s discomfort.

			‘You’re unbelievable. If Ferdia knew, he’d have kittens.’ Vee had been married to Ferdia Boyne for three years. He was a junior barrister with a suitably plummy voice and pin-striped appearance. As far as Tara could make out, his demeanour masked the fact that his earnings were pitifully small. Once when she’d had too much to drink, his wife had admitted as much. ‘Maximum attitude, minimum wage,’ she’d laughed. Not that this state of affairs seemed to bother her. As long as the money was there to be spent she didn’t care which direction it came from.

			‘Don’t get judgemental on me,’ said Vee as she stepped into a pair of black stilettos. ‘There’s no reason why Ferdia should ever know the cost of anything. It’s not as though I’m asking him to pay for them.’

			Tara was tempted to point out that she was unlikely to be paying for them herself either. Chances were the money had come from their parents. They were incredibly generous.

			‘And I need something appropriate for Thursday night,’ continued the elder sister. ‘I’ve a mobile phone launch so I’ll have to look business-like.’ 

			Vee worked in public relations as an event-management specialist. Once upon a time, business had been brisk, but the bust had hit hard. These days, there were fewer events to manage. Like the asteroid that had wiped out the dinosaurs, the recession had put paid to the days of showy consumption. Tara listened to all of the talk about recovery, but sometimes she felt like the entire country was holding its breath. Trust was in short supply.

			‘I thought extravagance was out of fashion,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it all about thrift now – frocks from jumble sales and such?’

			‘God, you’re innocent. Oh, I’m sure lots of people have to live like that. But people we know? Take it from me, when they say their dress came from the supermarket or a charity shop, they’re lying. They spend as much as they always did. It’s just they no longer boast about it.’ Nowadays, according to Vee, a serious woman was supposed to look subtle. Achieving this was complex. It was like Dolly Parton claiming that looking cheap was actually very expensive. ‘We can’t all get away with behaving like you,’ she said, giving Tara one of her extensive range of condescending looks, ‘clodhopping around the city in a pair of sandals you’ve owned since you were at school and a skirt that even a charity shop would reject.’

			Tara ignored the barbs. She’d had plenty of practice.

			 

			The walk home from Vee’s house in Mount Pleasant took little more than twenty minutes, and this was a day for relishing every step. Tara dawdled past swathes of red brick, occasionally veering onto the road to avoid the groups of homebound schoolchildren. The older ones looked as though they were aching to shed their school uniforms. The younger ones wore new sandals and had shiny pink knees. Dublin was at its best at this time of year. In the May sunshine the city felt renewed. The trees were in full blossom, their delicate white petals scattered along the pavement. 

			At Belgrave Square she stopped and raised her face skywards, allowing the sun to tickle her skin. If Vee was with her, she’d start warning about wrinkles. Talking to her sister had been a mistake. It wasn’t that there was any real hostility between them; the situation was more complicated than that. They were a pair of parallel lines; they could go on forever without connecting.

			Neither did they look like sisters. When the family genes were shared out, Vee had got the tall, thin, glossy ones. What was left had gone to Tara. Height, build, skin: you name it – she was thoroughly average. Her eyes were a wishy-washy green; her nose a small snub of a thing. Oh, and she was cursed with the type of red hair that needs no encouragement to turn into an explosion of frizz.

			As the youngest of Gus and Joan Shine’s children, Tara liked to think that she was the most perceptive. It stood to reason, she believed. From the moment you were born what choice had you but to watch and listen to the rest of them? Their lives were already in full-flow while you were dismissed as the baby in the corner. Despite Vee’s scepticism, something was definitely up with their dad. Normally ebullient, he looked and sounded squashed. The other night, when they’d been talking – shooting the breeze about her day and his – she could have sworn there were tears in his eyes.

			She was nearly home now, the park’s familiar green railings coming into view. Giddy squeals drifted from the playground, and the breeze carried a faint tang of suncream. Her job as a newspaper reporter meant she often worked Sundays. The upside was that she got a day off during the week. She was looking forward to returning to her lair and cooling her feet on the kitchen’s granite floor. Tara and her boyfriend, Craig Fitzgerald, lived in the basement flat of the family home. A freelance journalist, he was editing a radio documentary, so she’d have the place to herself. This was just as well. After an encounter with Vee, a little calm was called for.

			Today she was out of luck. As soon as her key turned in the lock, she could tell that Craig was home. He was in the sitting room, flat out on the beige sofa, a bottle of beer at his side, Judge Judy in full voice. Appearing slightly sheepish, he zapped the volume on the television.

			‘Uh, hi,’ she said, doing her best not to appear put out. ‘I didn’t expect you until later.’

			‘Ah yeah, there was a bit of a snag so I got home early.’

			‘Oh?’

			Craig hauled himself upright and took a swig of his drink. ‘Nothing for you to fret about. Get yourself a beer and we can talk about it later.’

			‘Is everything OK?’

			‘Let it go, babe, would you?’

			Not entirely sure she had anything to let go of, Tara stepped into the kitchen, kicked off her sandals and took a bottle of water from the fridge. When she returned to the sitting room, Craig was patting the sofa, beckoning her to sit beside him. He was wearing his most charming face.

			Tara had met few men – or women – who could do charming as well as her boyfriend. And she was a sucker for it. Not that she liked admitting this. It made her sound shallow. Actually, it made both of them sound shallow. She consoled herself with the knowledge that he had plenty of other gifts. Like his intelligence and his imagination and, let’s be honest, his good looks. He was lean and dark, and even after three years together she still found herself thinking, Am I really with him? She was under no illusions about his faults, mind. There were times when she wished he had a touch more drive, a shade more purpose.

			Sensing that this was one of those occasions on which it was best to tread lightly, she sat down and waited for an explanation.

			‘Well,’ he said eventually, ‘I don’t think the Irish public will have the pleasure of hearing my programme.’

			‘That’s a shame.’ She stopped in the hope that he would fill the silence.

			‘Me and the guy in charge . . . we had what you might call creative differences. He wanted to make all these nonsensical changes, and of course I couldn’t allow that. So I told him what he could do with his poxy documentary slot.’

			Tara made a steeple shape with her hands. Keep your voice level, she said to herself. ‘And he – the documentary guy – what did he do?’

			‘Let’s just say we didn’t part on the friendliest of terms. In fact, I don’t think I’ll be back his way any time soon.’ He paused. ‘You’ve got to realise, Tara, these guys are barely adequate. Muck-savages, most of them. They do a couple of years in local radio or producing some middle-of-the-road current affairs crap, and they think they know it all.’

			Craig’s documentary was about a day in the life of an economics professor. The man in question was a particularly dusty character and, to her, the idea had never sounded promising. As her boyfriend sometimes pointed out, however, imagination was not her strong suit. ‘Economists have become the new rock stars,’ he’d claimed. A fleeting image of Dr Roland Dooley in leather trousers and Cuban heels had given Tara a fit of the giggles. Craig had not been impressed.

			‘What happens now then?’ she asked. ‘I mean, don’t you already have the money?’

			‘Yeah, and he wants it back. I suppose I’ll have to give it to him too. Otherwise he’ll be on my case, and you know how much I hate hassle.’

			She searched for the correct response. Craig, looking unfazed by the loss of one of his few sources of income, looped an arm around her shoulder and squeezed. ‘Anyway, I reckon it’s for the best.’

			Tara was confused but didn’t get the chance to say so.

			‘We should see it as an omen,’ he explained. ‘For as long as we’ve known each other, we’ve been talking about travelling. This could be the time.’

			He was right about the talking part, at least. The pair had first met on a journalism course. Back then, they hadn’t been in the same orbit; he’d been far too cool. After college, Tara had spent a couple of years working on a local paper in Limerick. On her return to Dublin she’d bumped into him, they’d gone for a pint or several and shared their first drunken kiss. She remembered how that very first night they’d spent hours discussing all the places they would like to see, especially India (her) and Brazil (him). But work, or inertia, or something had taken over, and they’d never been further than a package holiday to Greece. Tara had quietly abandoned her plans. Lately, however, Craig had resurrected his. He was forever harping on about dusting down their rucksacks and hitting the road.

			‘We’re twenty-nine,’ he was saying now. ‘Time is ticking on.’

			‘I know, only I’m not convinced that going away right this minute is a good idea.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘I’d prefer to wait another small while.’

			Craig’s brown eyes narrowed, he withdrew his arm and raised his palms to the ceiling. ‘Right, so we should wait until we’re too old and decrepit to enjoy ourselves? What is it we’re hanging around for?’

			Tara didn’t like where this was going. ‘I hear what you’re saying. Except with Niall away, it would upset my parents if I disappeared too – I know it would. And what about my job? I can’t just jack it in. There’s no guarantee it’d be there when I got back.’

			‘So?’

			‘So what else would I do?’

			‘Jesus, Tara, I don’t know. Does it matter? You’d find something. I don’t understand why you’re so scared of upsetting somebody or having a second’s insecurity. You’re the queen of caution, terrified of taking a chance.’

			‘And then there’s my dad.’ She swallowed. ‘He’s not himself. I have to find out what’s wrong.’

			Craig made great play of throwing his eyes to the heavens. ‘Go upstairs and ask him then. I’ll bet he’s absolutely fine. You’re a terrible woman for worrying when there’s nothing to worry about.’

			‘I—’

			‘Let’s face facts,’ he said, getting increasingly cranky. ‘You’re only looking for an excuse. You want to stay at home, living as boring a life as possible, while your brothers and sister take advantage of you.’

			‘I don’t think that’s fair. So what if they boss me around a bit from time to time? I’m the youngest; that’s how families work.’

			‘From time to time? Vee treats you like a dogsbody, Damien sees you as an unpaid babysitter, and Niall thinks you’re the Bank of Tara, handy for a few bob when the old folks won’t cough up. And you? I swear, it’s like you get some kind of kick out of it.’

			Tara stood up. ‘You’re out of line here, Craig. Somebody else has annoyed you, and you’re taking it out on me. I’m not going to get into an argument, though.’

			‘You see, that’s your problem. You won’t fight your own corner.’

			‘You’re being silly now,’ she said, as she swivelled on one heel and walked towards the bedroom. Craig could never grasp that her ways were different to his. He was all bluster and rage. His temper went from nought to ninety in five seconds. And he enjoyed these explosions. Tara was slower, her anger almost methodical. She hated raised voices, reddened faces, scenes.

			‘I’m just being honest with you,’ he shouted after her. 

			In the bedroom, Tara shed her composure. Her eyes stinging, she pulled the duvet over her head. Her boyfriend had gone too far, but it wasn’t just the harshness of his words that hurt; it was the fact that they might be true.

			 

			One floor up, Gus had resumed his pacing. Joan was on the sofa, knitting a small white jacket for one of her conveyor belt of grandnieces and grandnephews. 

			‘Sit down, Gus,’ she said. ‘All the tramping up and down is making me seasick.’

			‘Give me a moment, love. I’m thinking.’ Five, ten, minutes passed before he flopped into his armchair. ‘Is tomorrow all right with you?’

			‘Will you invite them round here?’ Joan replied, her neat head peering up from her knitting.

			‘That’s the best way, I think. I’ll have to ring Niall, but I can do that later. I’ll ask the others not to say anything.’

			Her green eyes met his. ‘Will I call the police and tell them to expect trouble?’

			Gus smiled. Even in the trickiest of times, she made him smile. ‘Will you be here?’

			His wife rose from the sofa, walked across the room and clasped his hand. ‘Where else would I be? We’re in this together. You know that.’

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			Tara hadn’t been completely honest with Craig. The main reason she didn’t want to go travelling was because, right then, she was content with her lot. She was enjoying her job. Not that it was perfect, or that she was the greatest reporter of all time. But she gleaned a certain satisfaction from being out and about, meeting all sorts, and soaking up the banter of colleagues.

			Even when she’d been too young to know exactly what a journalist did, Tara had carried vague notions that this was the life for her. What a serious child she’d been, listening to radio programmes with Gus, trying to make sense of the voices in the ether and of the comments her dad made in response. He’d been mightily amused. ‘How’s my ace reporter?’ he would laugh. 

			How did Tara feel about her work? Well, the way she saw it, one of the main attractions of being a journalist was the access it gave you to the lives of others. She could dress this up and claim to have a curious nature or an inquisitive mind. Or, she could be honest and admit that, like most hacks, she was plain nosy. Plus, she wanted to write something that would make a real difference. Make a difference to what, she wasn’t quite sure, but there had to be something. In the meantime, she was content to highlight small injustices. Not that she would ever say any of this out loud. It sounded too earnest, too old-fashioned. These days all the talk in the newsroom was about platforms and digital strategies and content curation. Tara just wanted to write stories.

			Still, no matter how much she valued her job, there were times when the work was so grim that she would gladly do anything else. This was one of those days.

			At eleven in the morning, she was standing in front of a garda, focusing on his ruddy face and weary grey eyes, trying not to think about what he was saying. They were in the south inner-city, at the edge of a warren of flats – one of those complexes that had once been earmarked for renovation. The problem was, the boom had come and gone and the flats had received little more than a coat of emulsion. The developer had gone to the wall, she seemed to remember. 

			The morning was clear, the temperature climbing steadily. The breeze was gentle, but it was enough to rustle the white and blue scene-of-crime tape.

			Tara wondered whether the policeman giving the media briefing considered the precise meaning and impact of his words. Or, like her, had he learnt that sometimes the only way to do this was by rote? Follow the procedure; tick the boxes; return to being human at the end of your shift. Alongside her, other reporters jostled for position. All of their faces were familiar. Most were young, still enthusiastic enough and, let’s face it, ambitious enough, not to mind a job like this.

			The officer spoke in the robotic tones favoured by his profession. ‘I can confirm,’ he said, ‘that the deceased was a local youth. ‘At approximately eleven fifteen p.m., he was shot once in the head and once in the back. It appears the shots were fired from a passing vehicle. The boy died at the scene. A post-mortem is currently being carried out.’

			‘Can you give us his name?’ one of the pack shouted.

			‘You know the drill,’ came the answer. ‘There’ll be no name until all the family have been informed.’

			‘Will you confirm his age?’ Tara asked. ‘Fifteen, the report on the radio said. Is that right?’ 

			Before replying, the policeman gave a tiny shudder and looked down at the tarmac. ‘No, I’d like to correct that. Having spoken to the deceased’s mother, it appears he was thirteen.’

			‘Jesus,’ said a lone voice.

			‘Only recently thirteen,’ continued the garda. ‘The lad made his confirmation last month.’ Tara thought she heard a break in his voice. A ripple ran through the group. She would like to say it consisted entirely of revulsion, but there was excitement there too. This was a front page, top-of-the-bulletin story, for sure.

			That was when she first spotted the boy. He had close-cropped fair hair and a nose that was made for freckles. From the size of him, she guessed he wasn’t much more than seven or eight, but the look of pure concentration on his face suggested he was absorbing every word. Tara was sure he should be at school. She glared at him, as if to say ‘Scram’. As brazen as you like, he grinned back, revealing a mouth that was more gaps than teeth. She shook her head before returning her focus to the briefing. Someone had asked whether the murdered boy was ‘known to the gardaí’. ‘No,’ was the terse reply. Lord almighty, thought Tara, he was only a child; he was barely known to himself.

			After making the obligatory comments about keeping an open mind on possible motives, the policeman accepted that the murder might well have been a case of mistaken identity. He appealed for witnesses to come forward, warned the hacks about pointless speculation, then shuffled off. Tara noticed that her paper’s crime correspondent had arrived. This meant that he would do the main story while she’d get the task of talking to neighbours and anyone else who was willing to give an opinion. Most likely too, she’d have to track down a photo of the dead child. First, she needed to file copy for the website.

			Beside her, a local radio reporter, who was new to the beat, made a tutting noise. ‘We should have guessed your man would show up,’ she said. She cast her eyes in the direction of a thin fellow in a purple T-shirt, his reddish-brown hair in need of a pair of scissors. ‘Where there’s misery, he’s never far behind.’

			‘Do you not like Dublin’s leading left-wing councillor?’ replied Henry from the Evening Post, a teasing tone to his voice. ‘Scourge of the rich. Defender of the poor. Supporter of a million causes – most of them lost. I reckon he’s not the worst of them.’

			‘Do you know him well then?’ asked the girl.

			Henry smiled. ‘Why don’t you ask Tara here? I’ve a feeling she can mark your card.’

			‘Is he a friend of yours?’ the girl said.

			‘Damien? Ahm . . . yes and no.’  Tara paused. ‘He’s my brother.’

			 

			Only a couple of miles away, Gus was polishing his speech and checking his figures. That morning the head office of Shine and Company Accounting Services was quiet. That was OK. Soon enough he’d have plenty of noise to contend with.

			Gus had founded Shine and Co. in Limerick in the late seventies. With the country on the cusp of a recession, it had been a foolish time to start anything. But somehow his enterprise had flourished. In the blink of an eye, he’d had satellite offices in Ennis and Thurles. Next, he’d set up in Cork. Finally, in 1983, he had moved the family to Dublin. At the time, Damien had been about to start school, Vee had been a toddler and Niall had been in the pram. Tara had yet to make an appearance.

			As much as Gus loved Limerick – and he would never hear a word against his home city – he loved Dublin more. He cherished the bustle, the noise, the craziness. He treasured the fact that you could spend a day walking past hundreds, no thousands, of people, and recognise not one face. But you might yet get to know these men and women; the promise was there. He rarely spoke about his feelings for his adopted home; it might sound disloyal, and Limerick people despised disloyalty.

			The night before he’d called Damien and Vee about his plans for a family meeting. How they’d cribbed and moaned; you’d think he was asking them to climb Carrauntoohil in their bare feet. ‘Seven thirty,’ Gus had said, ‘and I’ll take a dim view if you’re not there.’

			Afterwards he had gone downstairs to talk to Tara, who was wrapped up in an old dressing gown, her eyes glassy, her nose pink. ‘Hay fever,’ she’d explained. ‘Hay fever, my backside,’ he’d wanted to say. It was clear she had been crying. A pound to a penny the boyfriend was to blame. Unfortunately, Craig had been sitting on the other end of the sofa, so Gus held his tongue.

			In front of him now was a mound of paper. He knew that these days he was considered a bit of a relic. ‘Gus and his paper records,’ his colleagues would say with a smirk and a sympathetic shake of the head. But, as he never tired of telling them, he was proud to be old school. ‘School of hard knocks,’ he would say. ‘Never did me any harm.’ Oh, he could reel off all the clichés about old dogs and hard roads. He enjoyed ribbing the youngsters. He enjoyed being the boss.

			His tastes were irredeemably old-fashioned too. Gus liked it when the singer hit the note rather than warbled around it. He didn’t believe that raw fish could be called a meal. He couldn’t understand why pretty girls wore ugly shoes. 

			In his view, a lot of what was trumpeted as progress actually amounted to a step backwards. Take modern televisions: you pressed the button and they took forever to come alive. To his mind, they were no different to the televisions of the sixties and seventies, when you had to wait for the set to ‘warm up’. ‘Mark my words,’ Gus liked to say, ‘before we know it, we’ll be thumping the top of the set to stop the picture from rolling.’ 

			Nobody listened to him. Then again, they probably couldn’t understand him. He certainly couldn’t understand them. The previous week one of his younger employees had told him that it was – and this was an exact quote – ‘hashtag pissing rain’. He was still trying to figure that one out. What would I be like if I lived to eighty or ninety? he wondered. Maybe he should take a few lessons from his mother. At eighty-six, she maintained her enthusiasm for life. ‘You’ve got to understand,’ she’d once said, ‘I was an old woman at thirty-five. In those days we all were. I’m having a belated youth.’

			Swivelling his chair around, Gus looked out onto the day. From his second floor window he had a perfect view of the perfect early summer scene. Women sauntered past, their pastel-coloured clothes fresh from the back of the wardrobe. The men, still trussed-up in winter suits, looked cross and uncomfortable.

			A volley of knocks on the office door disturbed his wandering.

			‘Come in,’ he barked before turning round. ‘Ah Rory,’ he said, his tone softening. Rory McNamara was the sharpest young accountant in the practice. It was hard to imagine him coming out with a phrase like ‘hashtag pissing rain’.

			‘Sorry to be bothering you with this stuff, Gus,’ he said. ‘Only I’ve been going through the figures for Geraghty’s Light Engineering, and they really are in serious grief.’

			Gus nodded at Rory to sit down. God love the boy, but that was one cheap and nasty suit he was wearing. ‘And?’

			‘I’ve a notion they’ll go wallop any day now. The thing is,’ he hesitated, ‘they owe us a lot of money. And the chances of getting it . . . Well, you know yourself.’

			The elder man leaned back and closed his eyes. ‘I’ve been too lax, let too many people get away with too much.’

			‘What do you want me to do?’

			Gus’s eyes snapped open. ‘I’ll take care of it. I’ve a few things that need addressing. I’ll add that one to the list.’

			 

			Tara would say this for Independent Dublin City Councillor Damien Shine: my, but he could talk. Her brother had vocal chords of steel and the confidence of a man who was accustomed to an audience. Damien had been addressing the journalists for ten minutes or more and, just then, he was at full throttle. One hand was in his jeans pocket, the other whipped through the air like he was herding cattle.

			‘Obviously,’ he bellowed, ‘the blame for this crime rests squarely with the thug who pulled the trigger. But, have no doubt, there are others who share the blame. I’m thinking especially of the authorities who have abandoned the people of this area. Who have turned decent citizens into the pawns of drug gangs. Who have kowtowed to the greed of builders and developers.’

			Fearing that the running dogs of international capitalism would be next to get a lash, Tara switched off her tape recorder. She would throw a line from Damien into her story. Time was moving on, though, and she wanted to find some people who had known the dead youngster. First, she needed to have a quick word with her brother. She tried to catch his eye. As she did, she felt a sharp tug on the hem of her cardigan.

			‘I know him,’ a child’s voice said. ‘The lad who got done.’

			It was the little boy from the garda briefing.

			‘Do you now?’ Tara said, part-horrified that so small a child should be caught up in this, part-amused by his bravado. Looking at his round blue eyes, she got the sense he was telling the truth. ‘How did you know him?’

			‘Because he lives two doors down from my nan’s flat. Redser Lynam’s his name.’

			She was struck by the way the boy kept referring to Redser, or whatever his real name was, in the present tense. ‘And what’s your name?’ she asked.

			‘Ben. Ben O’Neill. I’m seven and a half.’

			‘Should you not be at school this morning, Ben?’

			‘Holy Day,’ he said, without so much as a pause for breath. Tara couldn’t rule out this possibility. She wasn’t so hot on religious feast days.

			‘I’ll show you his flat if you like,’ Ben continued. ‘Only, it’ll cost you.’

			She was tempted to smile. ‘How much?’

			He twitched his freckled nose and thought for a second or two. ‘A hundred euro.’

			‘Well, Ben, unfortunately my boss won’t allow us to pay our sources, even one as good as you.’

			‘Bummer,’ he said, and turned to go.

			‘But,’ added Tara, thinking all the while, ‘I don’t know if there’s any rule against buying a boy an ice cream.’

			‘Hmmm.’

			‘And if you brought me to your nan’s place now, the police wouldn’t see you and they wouldn’t go asking any questions about school or Holy Days or anything.’

			Ben looked as though he was smart enough to understand that he might not get a better deal. ‘All right,’ he said, a touch of disappointment in his voice, ‘only there would have to be sweets as well as ice cream.’

			‘You’re on,’ said Tara. Another thought occurred to her. ‘You do know how to get to your nan’s flat, don’t you?’

			He gave her a stare that suggested she was the thickest woman on the planet. ‘Duh, it’s 426 St Monica’s Mansions. That’s where I live too. Me and my sister, Jenelle. She’s four.’ He hesitated. ‘Will I be on the telly?’

			‘I’m afraid not. I work for a newspaper: the Irish Tribune.’

			Ben looked confused. To begin with she assumed this was because he didn’t know the Tribune. Then she realised he might not be sure what a newspaper was. ‘I tell you what,’ she said. ‘When we go to the shop to get the ice cream, I’ll show you my paper.’

			‘Oh, OK.’

			‘Will you come with me for a tick while I talk to this man over here?’ She pointed towards Damien.

			The boy looked her brother up and down. ‘Is he a cop?’

			‘Nope,’ she said. ‘Just somebody I know.’

			‘You should tell him to get his hair cut.’

			She smiled. ‘That’s what my mum says too.’

			‘All right, Tara?’ said Damien as they strode towards him. ‘Rough business, huh? I hope the Tribune will give it proper coverage, not relegate it to page eight like you usually do with stuff out this way.’

			She rolled her eyes. ‘Do you know any more about what happened?’

			‘Not much,’ he said with a shrug. ‘The poor kid was called Eric Lynam. Known as Redser, apparently. It seems he may have had an elder brother who got into trouble with a dealer.’

			Ben gave Tara an ‘I told you so’ look. It was only then that Damien appeared to notice him. ‘What’s the story with the ankle-biter?’

			‘Work experience,’ she replied, not wanting her brother to ask any further questions. That this was highly implausible didn’t seem to occur to him. If he knew the truth, he’d drone on about child exploitation. To be fair to him, he was usually pretty good with kids. ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘what I really wanted was to talk to you about Dad. I gather he rang.’

			‘Mmmm. I told him I probably wouldn’t be able to make it this evening. I’ve too much work on my plate.’

			Tara sighed. When Damien was engaged in political matters, which was most of the time, it was hard to get him interested in anything else. ‘I think it’s serious. Like, I think something might be wrong with him.’

			‘What happened? He fall off his wallet?’ He tittered at his own wit. ‘I guarantee you, Tara, it’ll be nothing of any importance. Maybe he’s decided to retire and he wants to rabbit on about how shameful it is that none of his useless children are fit to run the family empire. Anyway, Niall won’t be around to hear what he’s got to say, so how serious can it be?’

			‘He might plan on getting Niall up on Skype or something.’

			‘This is Dad you’re talking about. Two tin cans and a piece of string are more his level.’

			‘Very funny,’ she said. ‘I still think you should be there.’ Beside her, Ben was throwing restless shapes.

			Damien checked his watch. ‘Got to go. I’ve a radio interview lined up.’ He started to walk away. ‘I’ll see you if I see you.’

			 

			During the short journey to his grandmother’s flat, Ben dropped his Holy Day pretence. While he retrieved his schoolbag from behind a cluster of bins, Tara concocted a story to explain how she’d come across him. ‘You’ve got to promise me you’ll go to school this afternoon,’ she said. In response, Ben gave her a toothless grin and licked his multi-coloured monstrosity of an ice cream.

			Along the way he chatted about his family. He lived with his nan, he said, because his mam was in Australia. ‘She has a great job, but,’ he added, ‘and she’ll be back soon for me and Jenelle.’ Tara wondered whether this was really the case, then chided herself for her attitude. Why shouldn’t the little fellow be telling the truth?

			As they climbed the steps of his four-storey brown and white building, she spotted two gardaí – a sure sign they were heading in the right direction. Doubtless, another officer would be stationed at the Lynams’ door, making sure that Tara and her colleagues didn’t go bothering the family. Number 426 was on the top floor. It had a red door and thick net curtains. The door was slightly ajar, but she knocked anyway.

			Almost instantly, a small, fine-boned woman with thin blonde hair appeared. A blue and white checked tea-towel hung over one arm. She peered down at Ben. ‘What’s he done?’ she said to Tara. As an afterthought, she added, ‘And who are you?’

			Tara explained who she was and what she was doing. She’d met Ben walking home from school, she said. He was on his lunch break, and he’d been very helpful.

			The woman didn’t appear convinced. ‘I’m Carmel. You’d better come in.’

			Tara was perplexed. ‘Ben told me he lived with his grandmother. Is she here?’

			Carmel tilted her head and fiddled with the tea-towel. ‘That’s me. Carmel O’Neill. Ben’s my daughter’s son.’

			‘I’m sorry. I . . .’ Tara scrutinised the elfin woman in front of her. Her face was slightly pinched, and Vee would probably find fault with her muscle tone, but in her pink vest top and denim skirt, she didn’t look old enough to be anyone’s granny.

			Ben had had enough of the doorstep shilly-shallying. ‘That’s my nan,’ he said. ‘Can we go in now? I need a glass of water. Ice cream makes me thirsty.’

			Inside, the flat was immaculate but basic. It took Tara a couple of minutes to work out what was wrong. There were few family touches. Save for a doll-sized pink buggy and a plastic box containing an assortment of dinosaurs, there was little to tell you who lived here or what they did with their lives. The one other exception was a photograph on top of the television. It featured a slightly younger Ben – his baby teeth were intact – and a girl, who she presumed was Jenelle. The girl was thin and pale with wisps of white hair and a fearful expression. Next to her brother’s healthy, cheer-filled face, she appeared almost ghostly.

			‘Go on into the kitchen, Ben, love,’ said Carmel. ‘Get a glass of water, wash your hands and I’ll be with you in a mo.’

			‘That’s not—’ he started. His nan glared in his direction, and he scooted next door.

			She switched her attention to Tara. ‘I don’t have a lot of time. I’ll have to get his lunch and I’ve his sister to collect. What is it about Eric that you want to know?’

			‘A bit of background about his family, I suppose,’ said Tara as she took her tape recorder from her bag.

			Carmel confirmed that he had been thirteen. ‘Massive for his age, mind. In the dark, you could easily have mistaken him for fifteen or sixteen. Not the brightest star in the sky either, the poor fella.’ She’d heard that his sixteen-year-old brother, Warren, had stolen, then torched, a car belonging to a drug dealer. Rumour had it that there’d been money stashed in the car. ‘Here, you won’t be saying I told you this, will you?’ she said.

			‘No, you’re fine. Would you be able to give me your reaction to what happened, though? Or maybe you could say how local people feel about it? I’d need to be able to quote you on that.’

			Carmel raked a hand through her hair while she considered her reply. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘The way I see it is like this: killing a kid is disgusting, of course it is. But whatever I say is a waste of breath. Oh, for a day or two, the whole country will be on about it. Your lot will be swarming around here, and the papers will be full of stories about ‘gangland’, wherever that is. And politicians we’ve never seen before will be promising us the sun, moon and stars. By the weekend, though, you’ll be gone, and the rest of us will have to go back to raising our boys and girls as best we can. And nobody will give a shit.’ She paused. ‘I’m sorry, love. Take the swearing out, would you?’

			Tara squirmed with embarrassment. She couldn’t challenge a word that Carmel had said. ‘Yeah, no problem. I . . .’ She realised that Ben was standing at the door. Listening.

			Registering her grandson’s presence, Carmel gave a half-smile and nodded in his direction. ‘Seven going on twenty-seven, that boy.’

			‘Seven and a half,’ said Ben.

			Tara switched off her recorder and got to her feet. ‘What you’ve given me is a great help. I’d better leave you in peace.’

			‘Peace?’ said Carmel. ‘Chance’d be a fine thing. By the way, if you want to make yourself properly useful you should write about the state of these flats. For years the Corporation has been promising to fix the damp. Years.’

			Tara plucked her notebook from her bag and tore out a page. ‘If you give me your phone number, I can get back in touch. I could write something over the summer.’

			Carmel wrote down her number.

			‘I’ll call you,’ Tara said.

			‘No you won’t.’

			As Tara crossed the courtyard, she stopped and looked back at the flats. Ben was standing on the landing, waving goodbye.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3

			By comparison with the bare walls of Carmel and Ben’s flat, the Shine house was like a photographer’s gallery. Weddings, christenings, communions, confirmations, graduations: the walls of the sitting room were a monument to the changing fashions of the past thirty-five years. There was Gus with ridiculous sideburns; here was Vee with straightened, highlighted hair; beside them was Niall, at the entrance to Trinity College, beaming like a thing let loose.

			Tara’s favourite photo was of her granny Phyllis – Gus’s mother. It had been taken more than six years before at her eightieth birthday party. Phyllis’s picture was like a snowy-haired version of the Laughing Cavalier; wherever you went her eyes followed. ‘Art imitating life,’ Gus would joke. Even now, she kept a close watch on her sons and daughters. And on her grandchildren.

			Despite his posturing, Damien had shown up for the family meeting. As had Vee and Tara. Now they were cooling their heels, waiting for their parents. Damien and Vee, sitting side by side on the sofa, were taking the opportunity to play their favourite game: arguing. Usually their combat was mild. A little bit of niggling, a moderate amount of baiting, a few catty comments. Sometimes, however, they forgot when to stop, and the insults would grow in intensity until he began thumping the table, or she flounced out.

			Vee tossed back her dark brown hair. ‘All I said was, “You’d wonder what his parents were thinking – letting him out at that hour of the night.” That’s all. The way you’re carrying on you’d swear I accused his mother of pulling the trigger.’

			‘It wasn’t what you said. It was the way you said it, like he was some sort of lesser life form, like he’d had it coming.’ Damien grunted. ‘He was thirteen years old – still a child.’

			‘Spare us the amateur dramatics, would you, petal? You’re not emoting for the TV cameras now. Anyway, I’m surprised we haven’t got to the bit where you tell me it’s all the government’s fault.’

			‘Of course there’s a link. It’s all about how the government chooses to spend money – on communities like Eric’s or on dead banks and the like. It’s the same story the world over.’ 

			‘Oh, get over yourself,’ said Vee. ‘Why can’t you just blame the scumbag who fired the gun?’

			Around and around they went. Damien’s certainty seemed as impenetrable as chainmail. Neither would Vee concede an inch. Tara never knew how much of this was posturing and how much was real. They were like method actors, immersed in roles they’d been playing since their teens. Although they made her head throb, she had more sense than to intervene. Instead, she thought about what she had been doing at thirteen: singing along with the Spice Girls, chain-reading Agatha Christie books, wishing her hair was any colour other than red.

			‘So what about you, Tara? Whose side are you on?’ Damien was asking.

			‘I think you both have reasonable points to make,’ she replied.

			‘You should know there’s no point in asking Miss I-agree-with-everybody,’ said Vee. ‘You’d want to be careful out there in the middle of the road, Tara. One of these days, you’ll get knocked down.’

			Damien sniggered. At least she’d managed to unite them. It was a pity that Niall was away. With only eighteen months between them, they had always supported each other. But Niall was in Croatia, the latest stop on what felt like a never-ending world tour. He was the restless Shine, forever finding excuses to be anywhere other than home.

			She had expected their dad to sweep into the room with great purpose. That’s what he usually did. This evening was different. Gus slouched in, with a distracted-looking Joan a step or so behind, a mug of tea in one hand. She sat in the farthest corner of the room. He flopped into his green chair.

			For a short time they chatted about the weather and the news. Vee’s high, fluttering laugh punctuated the conversation. So she was nervous after all. Tara said little. She tried to decipher her father’s face, but it was inscrutable. By now she was convinced he was unwell. After work she’d spent half an hour googling cancers. Thyroid wasn’t so bad, it seemed. Prostate, bladder, colon – these were manageable; lung, stomach, pancreas – not so much. Craig told her she was being silly, but Tara liked to be prepared. All these ideas swirling around her brain, she came close to missing what her dad was actually saying.

			‘You’re probably wondering,’ said Gus, ‘what this is all about. Well, I won’t do any beating about the bush. The news isn’t good.’

			Here we go, thought Tara.

			‘It’s not catastrophic either, though. The problem is . . . the money. It’s no longer there.’ 

			‘What money, Dad?’ she asked.

			‘The money. The cash, the income, the savings, the stuff that keeps us all afloat.’

			The room lapsed into a puzzled silence. Tara knew she should be relieved. She should be happy that he wasn’t sick. And yet, she couldn’t quite grasp what he was telling them. She was caught in one of those strange, uncomfortable moments where she had to keep reminding herself that this was real and this was now. Letting her mind drift was not an option. She looked towards her mum, but Joan’s gaze was rooted to the floor. She was studying the carpet like its Persian flowers and motifs held the secrets of the universe.

			‘I’m sorry, I’m not with you,’ said Vee, who never shied from the blunt question. ‘Are you saying the business is in trouble? And, if it is, why didn’t you tell us before now? Why are we only finding out today?’

			Gus bristled. ‘To be fair, Vee, you’ve never shown any great interest in the accountancy game. I recall that when I did try to involve you, I was told you didn’t want your head wrecked by “all those boring numbers”. That accounting was for nerds and people who didn’t have the imagination to do anything else.’

			‘Oh for pity’s sake, Dad, I must have been nineteen when I came out with that.’

			Joan intervened. ‘Your dad and I . . . we didn’t want to worry any of you. It wasn’t like you could have done anything about the situation. And we kept hoping things would get better.’

			‘Have you gone bust?’ said Vee. ‘Will you be all over the news?’ Her tone suggested that she found this second possibility more upsetting.

			‘Do you know, I hadn’t thought of that,’ said Gus, his voice heavy with sarcasm. ‘No, it’s . . . it’s more complicated. We haven’t gone to the wall. And, if I have anything to do with it, we won’t either.’

			Joan resumed her examination of the floor. Vee cleaned one manicured nail with another, while Damien picked at an imaginary hole in his jeans. Tara decided it was up to her to say something reassuring.

			‘Um, we’re all really sorry to hear this, Dad.’ She glanced at her brother and sister for affirmation but they continued with their fidgeting. ‘But, I think we’re a wee bit surprised. I suppose we figured . . . well, I figured . . . that if you’d got this far without shipping any serious damage then the firm must be OK. I mean, isn’t everything supposed to be getting better?’ Her voice sounded odd. It was too insubstantial somehow. 

			‘Only for a small few,’ mumbled Damien.

			Tara ignored him. ‘How much trouble is the business in?’ she asked.

			Gus leaned back into his chair, like he was drawing comfort from its scruffy green fabric. ‘Ah, there’s the thing,’ he replied. ‘It’s not just the company I have to worry about. There’s more to it than that. Now, I’m going to be on the level here, but I don’t want any of the details to go further than this room.’

			Vee raised an eyebrow.

			‘Tell Ferdia, of course. And Felicity,’ he said, nodding at Damien.

			It was Tara’s turn to make a funny face.

			‘Oh, and I suppose Craig will have to know too. Only that’s it. No blabbing about the town, or gossiping or moaning. We’ll handle this our way.’

			‘By which you mean your way,’ said Damien.

			Gus looked like he was about to fire a caustic comment in his son’s direction. He must have thought better of it, though, for all he did was clear his throat.

			‘To give you the full picture,’ he said, ‘I need to go back a bit.’ He paused. ‘For years, money was easy to come by, and the more you had the more you made. And, like everybody else, I came to believe that this was the way life was meant to be. The natural order of things, if you like.

			‘Then, I began to notice small differences. Clients um-ing and aah-ing about paying bills. Fellows who always stumped up on time asking for another couple of months. So I became more diligent. I scrutinised more accounts and thought hard about the numbers in front of me. I saw that everybody was in hock; up to their tonsils in debt. One bad month was all it would take for them to fall over the edge.’

			Vee sighed. It was a sigh that said, ‘We’ve heard all this a million times before. Hasn’t it been on the radio every blessed day for the past five years?’

			‘Anyway,’ said Gus, ‘the next I knew, clients were bargaining with us, giving me the full rigmarole about hard times and cutting costs. And, to begin with, I argued back. “A job’s a job,” I said. “We agreed a price.” On and on it dragged until finally their business was no more. The bill had never been paid, and all I’d done was waste time and money pursuing people for cash that wasn’t there.’

			Tara realised that her dad wasn’t looking at any of them. He was addressing the painting of a racehorse that hung on the far wall.

			‘So, I took this on board,’ he said. ‘I kept a close watch on every account, and convinced myself that the fellows who’d gone bust were the flaky cases; the guys who should never have been running a business in the first place.

			‘For a long time, we rolled with it. I discovered there was no point in me giving anybody the poor mouth. People had too many problems of their own. Worse, they somehow imagined I was immune to the crash. “Sure weren’t you around in the eighties, Gus? Weren’t those times way worse? We hadn’t an arse in our trousers. And aren’t we still here?” They repeated those lines like a mantra.’

			Tara feared he was about to get emotional. ‘It’s all right, Dad,’ she said.

			‘Hear me out, lovey, would you?’ Gus shifted slightly in his chair. ‘When the situation showed no sign of improving, I knew other measures were called for. “We’ll lay people off,” I said. Except I looked around and most of the staff had been with me since God was a boy. Even if I’d had the heart to let them go, it would have set me back a fortune. And the youngsters? They cost half nothing anyway. They’re only dying for the work. For them it’s a case of take this job at half the boom-time salary, or feck off to Australia.

			‘Next, I found myself saying, “I’ll shut an office. That’s it.” Only which office? And at what cost? Because of the way our leases are arranged, I’d still have had to pay the rent. So another plan bit the dust.

			‘In the meantime, the number of clients continued to dwindle. Every day of the week, someone else went out of business. And even the long-established ones, the guys I reckoned were safe, were demanding discounts, threatening to bring their business elsewhere. “There’s a fellow out in Swords,” they’d say, “operates from his mammy’s box room. He’ll do the books for a couple of hundred euro.” What could I do, only drop the price? Then they were asking us to do tricky stuff. Not smart tricky stuff, but half-arsed schemes that would’ve had the taxman on their case in no time. The thing is, though, when people are in a panic, they won’t listen to reason. When we wouldn’t play ball, they were off to the fellow in Swords or some other chancer.’

			Gus released a long sigh, like the weight of his worries was pressing hard on his chest, squeezing out all the air. He scanned the room. Presumably he was expecting Vee or Damien or Tara to say something. But they were quiet, grappling with the implications of his words. The air of confusion that had engulfed the room was being replaced by something else. Perhaps it was fear. Outside, the sun was setting, its violent crimson colour promising another fine day.

			Finally, Joan spoke. ‘Go on, pet,’ she said.

			‘So, that’s where we were,’ said Gus. ‘Chasing our tails, working flat out, losing money, losing clients, but muddling along.’ He paused. ‘That’s when I started to take risks.’

			Although it might have been her imagination, Tara thought there was a slight hesitancy to his voice, like it might break.

			‘Oh, I’d heard every joke about Gus Shine still having his communion money. Mr Canny – that was me. Never lose the cool. Never gamble. Or, if you do, don’t be flash about it. The problem was, that philosophy was no longer paying dividends. I figured this was the time for the ballsy guys to come to the fore, pick a few investments, make a quick killing and move on. Only . . . it didn’t work out that way. Every investment turned out to be dicier than the one before, the company was haemorrhaging cash, and every bet I placed was a loser.’  This time, there was a definite break in his voice. ‘And that brings us to today. The business is in a bad way. This house is mortgaged from top to bottom. And our savings are wiped out.’

			An awkward hush followed. A minute or more passed before Vee spoke. ‘But what does this mean?’ she asked. ‘Like, why are you telling us now? It’s not as if we can do anything. None of us have any money.’

			Damien nodded. ‘My earnings as a councillor are tiny.’

			‘Believe me,’ replied Gus, as deadpan as you like. ‘I’m well aware of that.’

			‘Anyway,’ continued Damien, ‘you should’ve had more sense than to go gambling on stock markets or whatever. Those things are pure evil. They’re for the stupid and the greedy. Even if you’d come out on top, the money would have been tainted.’

			Tara dug her nails into the soft part of her palms. Sometimes Damien forgot that not every gathering needed to be addressed like a public meeting, or a session of the city council.

			Joan glared at her firstborn. ‘Funny how your principles have never stopped you from taking your father’s money.’ Almost immediately, as though she regretted her candour, her gaze returned to the floor. Damien’s jaw appeared to loosen, but he said nothing. 

			We’re doing what we always do, thought Tara. When they were together, they had an instinctive need to be difficult; to get each other’s backs up; to say something that was guaranteed to irk someone else. In other company, they were all more flexible, less argumentative. She wondered if every family was the same.

			‘What are you going to do, Dad?’ she asked.

			‘I think, Tara, it’s more of a case of what are we going to do?’ He was on his feet now, stalking to and fro. ‘I haven’t got everything worked out, but the way I see it is like this: if a client came to me, and he was staring into the abyss, what advice would I give? I’d say to him, “Cut costs. Slash and burn. Every last cent you can save, save it. No favourites. No sentimentality. Otherwise you’ll end up like the rest of them, parading in and out of the courts, desperately trying to hold on to some part of what you thought was yours.”’

			‘I’m still not with you,’ said Vee. ‘You’ve already told us you tried to cut costs at Shine and Co., and it didn’t work.’

			‘I’m going to be more ruthless. That’s only part of the story, mind.’ He stopped pacing and rested his hands on the back of the green chair. He looked at his wife, his son and daughters. ‘The way I see it, we’re all in this together, and the cuts will have to begin here. I’ve been going through my outgoings. You could run a handy-sized country on what this family spends. The amount of money going out every month? It’s nothing short of obscene. That stops today.’

			‘But—’ started Vee.

			‘Oh shush, Veronica, would you?’ said Joan, who was gripping her mug so tightly that her knuckles had turned white.

			Tara blanched. The use of her sister’s full name was rarely a good sign.

			The sun had dipped below the horizon, and the five were motionless in the gloom. The room was perfectly quiet. An austere cast to his face, Gus reached into the pocket of his grey suit trousers and plucked out a folded sheet of paper. As it unfurled, Tara realised she was holding her breath.

			‘I have a list here,’ he said, ‘of suggested cutbacks. No, let’s be blunt, they’re not suggestions. Starting this evening, I intend to implement every single measure on this list.’

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 4

			Niall Shine was halfway up the street when he paused to look back towards the harbour. The hill on the other side of the water – Srd it was called – had turned pink, every building, every space reflecting the glow of the setting sun. He stood there, ignoring the noise: the giddy kids, the shrieking teenage girls, the puttering rasp of a scooter. For five minutes or more, he inhaled the beauty. Then, beach towel thrown over one shoulder, flip-flops slapping against his heels, he meandered towards his apartment.

			Niall had been in Dubrovnik for three weeks, and so far everything was ticking along nicely. A bit more company might be welcome, but usually he was careful not to form strong attachments. In his experience, when you got to know people too well, they expected you to behave in a certain fashion. They thought you should answer your phone, reply to your e-mails, attend their social rituals. To Niall, this all sounded like hard work. And he was not a man for unnecessary work. Keep on moving was his motto.

			The snag was that most people, especially his family, didn’t understand. The previous Christmas when he had spent ten days at home, he’d had to endure a stream of jibes from his old man, culminating in a lecture about him being ‘a bit old for traipsing around the world like a tool’. His brother Damien, a man who would cross the street to be offended, had joined in. ‘Real life isn’t like The Beach, you know,’ he’d sneered. ‘A good job too,’ Niall had replied. ‘I’m not sure I’d be able to handle all those sharks and machetes. Damn fine book, though.’ He had left for Rajasthan the following day.
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