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      Chapter 1

      
      It was a wet Monday morning in mid autumn when Bruno Boylan finally set foot in the land of his forefathers.

      
      He was travelling on a four-hundred-dollar return fare that he’d purchased just days beforehand from the comfort of his own
         home. A couple of clicks of the mouse and a sixteen-digit credit card number. No ticket, just an e-mail printout and a magic
         code. No delays, no stopovers, no adverse weather conditions for the crossing. He’d stayed awake through the drinks cart and
         the meal, he’d read his book for a while. Then he’d popped a Xanax, slicing hours off the flight time in one fell swoop. He
         was travelling light. All he had with him was a small backpack and a canvas bag in the hold. There was nothing whatsoever
         to suggest that this was anything in the nature of an epic journey.
      

      
      The ping of the PA system woke him. He opened his eyes to find himself curled pathetically towards the wall of the plane for
         comfort, his face squashed against the window blind. He hauled himself up to a sitting position, leaning his head back against the seat rest. Closing his eyes again, he sat there
         without moving, waiting for a voice to come.
      

      
      He became aware of an overwhelming physical discomfort. His back ached, his knees were locked hard, they cracked when he tried
         to straighten them out. His butt hurt from sitting for so long. He needed to pee. The detritus of the journey was scattered
         around him. The thin blanket across his knees, the tangled earphones in his lap. His book was wedged somewhere underneath
         him, but he was so numb he couldn’t even feel it. His shoes were under the seat. Soon he would have to find them and get his
         feet back into them. He allowed himself one more moment to savour the luxurious feeling of his socks on the carpeted floor.
      

      
      Another ping and the pilot’s voice spread over the cabin. Bruno could only hear him in snatches. But he could guess what he
         was saying, he could fill in the gaps. They would shortly be beginning their descent. Something about the weather in Dublin,
         Bruno couldn’t catch it. He nudged up the blind and looked out at thick white cloud. All he could see was the wing of the
         plane, strangely still.
      

      
      He turned his attention to the little blue screen on the back of the seat in front of him. A moving map, all it showed was
         a blunt outline of the east coast of America, the huge expanse of the Atlantic, and then the outline of Ireland and England
         up in the right-hand corner. A sweeping arc traced the trajectory of the flight, the dotted line ending in a virtual plane.
         The model plane was almost on top of Ireland now. It was so far out of scale that it was about to block out the entire country.

      
      
      Bruno’s mind shifted a gear. He experienced an unexpected moment of panic, a sickly feeling that he should have prepared himself
         for this arrival. He wasn’t ready for it. He shouldn’t have slept, he should have stayed awake the whole time. He should have
         been present for the journey. He remembered something he’d been told once: that American Indians sit in the airport after
         they arrive somewhere, that they like to give their spirit a chance to catch up with the body. Suddenly, that made complete
         sense to Bruno. His body was out of whack with his spirit, he needed time to catch up.
      

      
      The screen in front of him changed. Now it was showing a list of statistics. Time to destination, 0:23 minutes.

      
      He had to use the time. He had to straighten it all out in his head.

      
      Three weeks since he’d lost his job, three weeks that seemed like three years. Or three days, or three hours. It made no sense,
         it seemed like a lifetime ago and yet it was all so fresh, the wounds still open and raw.
      

      
      A month to go to the election. The wait was unbearable. You had to convince yourself that time was marching on like it always
         does, that any day now it would all be over and you would know the outcome. But the wait was still unbearable.
      

      
      And here was Bruno, suspended in the air between these two points, 0:21 minutes to destination. He imagined himself as a little
         man on the moving map, a crude gingerbread cutout. He plotted his journey right along that sweeping arc across the ocean.
         He was just tracing the line with his finger when, without warning, the screen went black.
      

      
      The PA system kicked into action again and the cabin lights came up. The seat-belt signs were turned on and the cabin crew
         started moving through the plane handing out immigration cards. Blinking in the vicious light, Bruno filled his card out carefully
         with the ballpoint pen they’d given him. Once he’d finished, he discovered he had nowhere to put the card. He tucked it into
         the inside cover of his book and held the book closed in his lap.
      

      
      A slow descent through the clouds, there was Bruno hunched at the window, peering hopefully out at nothing. All he could see
         was the rain streaking the outside of the window, the grey expanse of the plane’s wing ploughing on through dense white air.
         There was no way of knowing how close they were to the ground.
      

      
      Suddenly, there was green outside the window, there was wet grass rushing by and a red-and-white-striped windsock and a low
         grey building and the terrible sound of the wheels briefly hitting the ground and then bouncing off it again. A messy landing,
         the body of the aircraft swung violently to the left and then to the right before finally steadying itself as the brakes took
         hold. Bruno held on to the back of the seat in front of him with his two hands to stop himself from falling forwards.
      

      
      As the plane wheeled in towards the terminal building, he had a giddy sense of elation. After all these years, he had finally
         done it. Thirty years since that deathbed promise and it had been haunting him ever since. Now it was done. For a moment he
         imagined that he could just stay on the plane and go right back. Until it occurred to him, there was nothing to go back to.
      

      
      His spine shuddered as he leaned over to grope for his shoes on the floor. He stuffed his earphones into the pouch on the
         back of the seat. Unclipped his seat belt. Sat there, longing to brush his teeth.
      

      
      The plane jolted to a stop and there was a big exhale as the doors were opened. Immediately people were up and delving into
         the overhead compartments to retrieve their stuff. A moment or two waiting for the order to move, then they were shuffling
         along with their heads bowed like prisoners in a chain gang. Bruno shunted himself over to the aisle seat, heaved himself
         on to his feet and stretched up to get his cabin bag down. Then he moved with the line towards the door of the aircraft. He
         nodded at the stewardess and stepped out into the plastic tunnel connecting the plane to the terminal building. He began the
         gentle climb up the walkway, following the people ahead of him. There was a strange comfort in being part of this orderly
         procession, like being on a pilgrimage.
      

      
      As he crossed over the elbow joint, it wobbled under him, as if it was a floating jetty. His stomach wobbled with it. He felt
         light as a balloon. He took his bag off his shoulder and let it hang down towards the floor, clutching it for ballast. Without
         it, he imagined he might just float up into the air.
      

      
      The planes come in over Howth.

      
      On a clear day you can see Dublin Bay laid out below you as you come in to land. Dun Laoghaire harbour way over to the left,
         Portmarnock to the right. Between them the vast empty stretch of Sandymount strand.
      

      
      From the beach you can watch the planes arriving, a steady stream of them moving silently across the sky. They appear way
         out to sea, coming in on a gentle gradient above Howth Head and gliding along the South Wall. Then they disappear noiselessly down into the city.
      

      
      The planes are so much a feature of the landscape that Addie seldom notices them. The same with the smoke from the chimneys
         at Poolbeg, the same with the car ferries lunking their way along the horizon towards Dun Laoghaire. The clouds and the seabirds
         and the sea itself. Addie takes no notice of any of these things. She’s so caught up in her own head, she doesn’t notice anything
         else.
      

      
      The beach is where she was born, pretty much.

      
      She was five days old when they brought her home. She was carried out of the car in her mother’s arms, a tiny bundle wrapped
         up in a purple angora blanket, a wool hat pulled down over her forehead and her ears. Her mother climbed the steps up to the
         front door, pausing at the top to turn back to face the sea.
      

      
      Her father had the door open already, he had stepped into the hall and he was beckoning for her mother to follow. Come on
         in, woman, for God’s sake, he said. You’ll freeze out there.
      

      
      But her mother stood on the steps for another moment with Addie in her arms, gulping in the cold sea air. It was heaven after
         the sticky heat of the hospital, she couldn’t get her fill of it. It never occurred to her that her newborn daughter too was
         drinking in that salty air, that she was pulling it down into her spongy little lungs. Some of it must have made its way right
         down into her soul.
      

      
      That’s how Addie feels now, she feels as if the beach is a part of her. It’s her special place, it’s probably what’s keeping
         her sane.
      

      
      The beach is deserted at this hour of the morning, there’s nobody around but herself and the little dog. The tide is out and the clouds are hanging low over the sand, you can almost
         feel the pressure of them on your head. The forecast is for rain, but there’s no sign of it yet.
      

      
      Addie walks straight for the waterline. She’s half a mile out and still the sea seems no closer, it must be a very low tide.
         There are some puddles now, more and more of them, so she doesn’t go any further. She doesn’t want to get her feet wet. It’s
         starting to get cold, and she really should be wearing her boots. But she doesn’t, she prefers to wear her runners. That way
         she can feel the ridges of the sand through the soles of her shoes. It makes her feel solid, the sensation of the hard sand
         under her feet.
      

      
      All her life Addie has had the feeling that there’s a black cloud following her around. These days she feels like that cloud
         has finally caught up with her. The beach is the only place where she has the sense that she can outwalk it.
      

      
      Out on the beach she can talk to herself. She can sing along to her iPod and no one can hear her. She can scream if she wants
         to and sometimes she does. She screams and then she laughs at herself for screaming. Out on the beach, she can think about
         all the things that have happened, she can sift them, backwards and forwards in her head. She can cry hot tears of self-pity.
         She feels guilty about crying in front of the dog, but afterwards she feels much better, she feels almost content.
      

      
      The dog is scrabbling in the sand for something that isn’t there. She’s shovelling wet sand with her front paws, tossing it
         back between her hind legs. A big pile is building up behind her and her whole underbelly is filthy, but she doesn’t seem
         to notice. Addie stands there and watches the dog working away at her pointless task. Sure let her at it, she thinks, isn’t
         she happy.
      

      
      Addie throws her head back and looks up at the sky. She’s studying it, as if she’s looking for something up there. It occurs
         to her that she’d love to travel out into space, she’d love to look down at the world from out there. If she could see the
         world from the outside, maybe then she’d be able to gain a bit of perspective on her situation.
      

      
      She turns and faces back towards the shore. Even from here, she’s able to pick out the house. It’s the putty-coloured one
         in the middle of a terrace of smudgy pastels. Three large windows looking out over the sea, two upstairs, one down.
      

      
      He’ll be sitting in the downstairs window. She can’t see him from here, but she knows he’s there. She knows he can see her,
         he’s watching out for her. It makes her reluctant to go back in.
      

      
      She takes her iPod out of her pocket and scrolls down through the menu. It takes her a moment to find what she’s looking for.
         She selects the track and slides the lock over to stop it from slipping before she puts it back in her pocket. Then she pushes
         her shoulders back and raises her face to the wind as she waits for it to start.
      

      
      A piece of music for a soprano, and Addie’s voice is anything but. That doesn’t stop her joining in. She sings along heartily,
         imagining herself to be in perfect harmony.
      

      
      ‘I know that my redeemer liveth …’
      

      
      She doesn’t know all the words but it doesn’t matter, it feels so good to sing. There’s a lot of repetition of the bits she
         knows.
      

      
      
      ‘I know that my redeemer liveth …’
      

      
      She throws her head back and closes her eyes as she sings. There’s no one around to hear her, and anyway, she wouldn’t care
         if there was. The dog pays no heed to the singing. She’s well used to it.
      

      
      Addie’s striding back towards the shore now, the little dog whirling around her feet as she goes. Behind her, the sky is black
         and angry, the rain only moments away. The line of the horizon is interrupted by an awkward cargo ship. It’s just sitting
         there, blocking the view. The chimneys are still pouring smoke out into the air, the smoke pale against the darkness of the
         sky. The aircraft warning lights are blinking intermittently.
      

      
      Out beyond Howth Head, another plane comes down out of the clouds and begins the gentle slide towards Dublin airport.

      
      Coming through passport control, Bruno suddenly felt too old for all this.

      
      So long since he’d done any travelling, he’d forgotten how physical it was. The rubbery legs, the parched throat. The creaking
         bowels.
      

      
      ‘Reason for your visit?’

      
      ‘Political refugee,’ said Bruno in a moment of madness.

      
      The guy looked up at him with raised eyebrows. Surely he wasn’t old enough to be a policeman, he only looked about twelve.
         He had bright orange hair, hair the colour of a carrot. So that wasn’t just a stereotype.
      

      
      Bruno came to his senses.

      
      
      ‘I’m only kidding,’ he said. He tried to summon up some charm, leaning in towards the booth in a conspiratorial fashion. Aware
         now of the line forming behind him.
      

      
      ‘I was stretching a point,’ he said. ‘I’m actually here on vacation. Until after the election. Look, November fifth.’

      
      He held up the printout of his ticket but the guy didn’t even bother to look at it. He was scrutinising Bruno’s face.

      
      ‘Fair enough,’ he said.

      
      He raised his stamp and brought it down with a little thump on the page. Closing the passport, he handed it back to Bruno.
         Slowly, as if he had all day.
      

      
      ‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘If that crowd are still in charge after the election, come back to me, and we’ll give you asylum
         all right.’
      

      
      Bruno wasn’t sure if he’d heard him right.

      
      ‘No offence now,’ the young policeman added, worried all of a sudden that he’d gone too far.

      
      ‘No offence taken.’

      
      And Bruno was tempted to say something else but he didn’t. He slipped the passport into the pocket of his jacket, picked up
         his carry-on bag and moved off.
      

      
      He was still smiling to himself as he waited at the baggage carousel. Fancy that, he thought. Back home, joke with an immigration
         official and they start taking out the rubber gloves.
      

      
      But it got him to thinking. By the time he’d spotted his bag snaking towards him, he’d made a pact with himself.

      
      If the Republicans win, I’m not going back.

      
      *

      
      
      The rain started just as she was turning her key in the basement door. A spill of rain, sudden and violent. She dashed inside
         and slammed the door behind her. The dog only just managed to squeeze through the gap in time.
      

      
      ‘We just about made it, Lola, we would have been drenched!’

      
      She’s been talking to the dog more and more lately. Sometimes she finds herself addressing full conversations to her. It can’t
         be a good sign.
      

      
      Lola was hovering at the empty water bowl, standing there with her tail swaying expectantly. Addie took the bowl and filled
         it up from the tap and Lola drank noisily, emptying the bowl in seconds.
      

      
      Then Addie filled the kettle from the neck and switched it on, leaning back against the counter while she waited for it to
         boil.
      

      
      She glanced over at the clock on the wall and saw that it wasn’t even ten. She had the whole day ahead of her, the whole morning
         and then the whole afternoon and after that the evening. Suddenly, she couldn’t face the thought of it, she couldn’t for the
         life of her think how she would get through it.
      

      
      As she stood there, leaning against the kitchen counter, a tiny puff of optimism took hold of her. She seized upon the possibility
         that she could visit Della. She could text her and suggest they meet for coffee. An upbeat text, she wouldn’t want to come
         across as needy. But then she remembered that today was Della’s library day, she had signed up to help in the school library.
         She wouldn’t be free for coffee. Addie felt the tears rising up in her throat. She found herself yet again peering into a
         deep well of despair.
      

      
      Do you ever feel like doing yourself harm? That was the only thing that the counsellor had wanted to know. She was just covering herself. She was terrified Addie was going to kill
         herself and she’d be held responsible. So she kept asking, do you ever think about doing yourself harm and Addie said no even
         though it was a dirty lie.
      

      
      How many times a day does Addie think about it? More than two, fewer than five, the fingers of one hand. She thinks about
         it and then she thinks about the reasons not to. Lola. Her dad. Della and the girls. The possibility that things will get
         better.
      

      
      It flits across her mind and then it floats away again. She knows it’s not an option. She’s just turning the handle of a door
         she already knows is locked.
      

      
      Lola was sitting on the ground in front of her, her head elegantly raised, her tragic spaniel eyes fixed on Addie’s.

      
      ‘Don’t,’ begged Addie, her voice cracking. ‘You’ll make me cry. Please don’t make me cry.’

      
      And she got down on her hunkers and wrapped her arms gently around the dog’s wet little body, burying her face in the fur
         at the back of her neck. She closed her eyes and collapsed into the dog for comfort. Lola staggered and then steadied herself
         to take Addie’s weight. A smell of damp sand, of salty shells and the creatures inside them, it was overpowering. Addie had
         to pull away. She got to her feet again just as the kettle reached boiling point and switched itself off.
      

      
      A small victory, she had managed to regain her equilibrium. She made the coffee and heated some milk for it in the microwave.
         There was enough hot milk left over for another cup, that was as far as she would allow herself to plan ahead. She took her
         cup over to the table and sat down. She sipped the hot milky coffee, looking out through the patio doors at the rain falling on the back garden. Concentrating on just the
         coffee and the rain, she was determined not to think about anything else.
      

      
      She was just about to get up and fill her cup again when she heard a pounding on the ceiling above her. One, two, three short
         thumps, the signal that he needed something.
      

      
      She forced herself to sit there for another minute before she went up to him.

      
      Outside the terminal building, there was a line for taxis. Groups of people in their summer clothes with sunburned skin were
         pushing trolleys piled high with big cases. Everybody seemed to be smoking. Bruno felt out of place and very alone.
      

      
      When he got to the front of the line an usher waved him forward.

      
      ‘How many?’

      
      ‘Just one,’ said Bruno apologetically.

      
      He opened the door of the taxi and tossed his bags inside, then he climbed in after them. He leaned back against the seat,
         relieved that the trip was nearly over. It was a moment before he realised that the driver had turned around. He was looking
         back at Bruno expectantly.
      

      
      The driver was saying something but Bruno couldn’t understand him. He was having trouble with the accent.

      
      ‘Pardon me?’

      
      ‘I said I’m not a mind reader. You’ll have to tell me where you’re going.’

      
      
      ‘Oh,’ said Bruno cheerfully. ‘I’m going to Sandymount, could you take me to Sandymount please.’

      
      He hardly had the words out of his mouth before they were pulling away from the kerb.

      
      Bruno leaned forward into the gap between the two front seats.

      
      ‘Do you happen to know any hotels or bed and breakfasts in Sandymount?’ he asked. ‘I need a place to stay.’

      
      The driver looked back at Bruno through the rear-view mirror.

      
      ‘Anywhere in particular in Sandymount?’

      
      ‘Is there a beach? Maybe we could find something near the beach.’

      
      The driver was still looking at him. ‘Fair enough,’ he said. He sounded unconvinced.

      
      ‘I have family there,’ added Bruno. But the driver didn’t seem interested.

      
      Sandymount. That was all his sister had been able to remember. She’d written it down for him on a scrap of paper and he’d
         copied it into the inside cover of his guidebook. ‘They lived right on the beach,’ his sister had said. But that was all she
         could recall. There was no guarantee they’d still be living there.
      

      
      He would look them up in the phone book, that was the first thing to do. And if they weren’t listed, he could always start
         asking around. Somebody was bound to know them. Even if they’d moved house, maybe there would be a forwarding address, maybe
         someone would know where to find them. As the taxi sped through the city, Bruno worked through all the scenarios. He worked
         through them methodically and he came up with solutions. The only thing he didn’t contemplate was the possibility that they wouldn’t want to see him. It never even
         occurred to him.
      

      
      The taxi swung round a tight little traffic island. Then they drove over a wide ugly bridge. To Bruno’s right, the river cut
         a path all the way through the city. Low grey buildings lined the quays on either side of the strip of quiet grey water. When
         he turned to the left he was looking at boats. Cruise liners and cargo ships leaned against the quay wall, little yachts moored
         precariously in the middle of the river. Beyond them, he imagined, must be the sea.
      

      
      The taxi stopped in a line for a tollbooth. In the silence Bruno became aware of the car radio. The accent of the woman reading
         the news was delightful to him. He leaned forward in his seat to savour it. To Bruno, it was a voice from the past.
      

      
      ‘The latest polls from the United States show the Democratic candidate Barack Obama gaining on his Republican rival John McCain
         in the key battleground states. In Ohio, where voters have chosen the winner in the last eleven elections, Senator Obama now
         holds a three per cent lead over Senator McCain. The two candidates are due to go head to head in a second televised debate
         tonight.’
      

      
      Bruno smiled.

      
      So much for getting away from it all.

      
      Of course it’s so obvious now, in retrospect. It’s hard to imagine that it could have turned out any other way.

      
      When you see this guy, sitting at his desk in the Oval Office, his long arm draped in front of him to deliver that famous left-handed signature. When you see his lanky frame emerging
         from the entrails of Air Force One, his palms held up to the cameras, his lovely wife standing beside him, he looks like he
         belongs there. It’s hard to imagine anyone else in his place.
      

      
      When you turn on the news and you hear them say, for the hundredth time, that the property market is in freefall. When you
         hear them predict that the recession will be deeper than expected, that the bill for it will be bigger, you’re not really
         surprised. Because it seems pretty clear that it was always going to turn out this way, it seems like things have reached
         their natural conclusion.
      

      
      But what you have to remember is that back then, nobody knew how it was all going to end.

   



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      The traffic was thinning out day by day. It was very noticeable, there were fewer cars on the road.

      
      From his vantage point in the front window, Hugh was perfectly placed to observe this.

      
      ‘I’m conducting a study,’ he said. ‘I’m counting the cars for a ten-minute period every morning. There are undoubtedly less
         of them. You notice it in the evenings too.’
      

      
      He looked like a big pathetic bear sitting there marooned in his carver chair, his two paws set in Plaster of Paris, right
         up to the elbows. The white casts resting on the gleaming mahogany surface of the desk. His leather-bound diary open in front
         of him, the fountain pen lying redundant in the crease between the pages.
      

      
      ‘Oh really?’

      
      She was trying to sound interested. But she was tired this evening. To tell the truth, she was tired most evenings. It was
         getting dark earlier every day. You could feel the evenings closing in. Addie was glad of this. Less daytime to fill.
      

      
      Hugh was peering down at the string of headlights moving along the Strand Road.

      
      ‘Less people going to work, I suppose.’

      
      ‘Less work to go to.’ And she should know.

      
      ‘More joggers.’

      
      ‘Yeah, there are more people in the pool these days too. They’re trying to keep their spirits up, the poor things. It’s not
         easy, you know, being unemployed.’
      

      
      But he wasn’t listening to her.

      
      ‘I might write to the Irish Times,’ he was saying. ‘Get a piece of paper and a pen, will you? I’ll have to dictate it to you.’
      

      
      ‘Is this the right time for me to remind you that I’m your daughter, not your slave?’

      
      ‘Is this the right time for me to remind you that you’re the reason I’m in this bloody predicament in the first place?’

      
      He fell over the dog, that’s what happened to him.

      
      He was coming out of the kitchen, carrying a glass of wine in each hand. He didn’t even notice Lola sliding past him, her
         little body flattened against the wall. He was calling out to Addie, telling her to put some cashew nuts into a bowl and bring
         them up. He didn’t see the dog crossing out in front of him until it was too late.
      

      
      All his instincts told him to save the wine. When Addie came running to see what had happened he was on his knees on the hall
         floor, still clutching the two glasses by their stems. Miraculously, they hadn’t broken. The wine had spilled of course, it had been flung far and wide as he fell. There were burgundy
         splatters all over the walls. But the wine glasses themselves were unscathed. The stupid bloody glasses, they’d only cost
         one euro each in the hardware.
      

      
      Both his wrists were broken, he knew that straight away. It was the wrists that had taken the full force of his fall.

      
      Now he spends his days counting the things he can’t do.

      
      ‘I can’t even wipe my own bloody arse,’ he said. He was back at the hospital for his outpatient appointment. Looking for sympathy,
         looking at least for a laugh. Not that you’d get it from these people. Humourless bloody lot.
      

      
      ‘Very unfortunate,’ said the young orthopaedic fellow they’d sent in to him. ‘What did Oscar Wilde say? To break one wrist
         …’
      

      
      He’d have preferred somebody he knew.

      
      ‘Better off with someone you don’t know,’ they’d said. ‘Keep things simple.’ Since when was that the way things were done?

      
      Little did he know they’d passed his file along like a live hand grenade.

      
      ‘I’m not paid to take that kind of grief,’ said the surgical registrar. ‘It’s a job for a consultant.’

      
      The nurses were all giggling and the matron had to step in. ‘Professor Murphy is a patient like any other,’ she said. ‘Now
         can we show him some respect.’ Which only made them snigger all the more.
      

      
      They passed him right down the line. The last one in, a self-important young Corkman, just back from a stint in Boston. He was the one left standing when the music stopped. Baptisms
         of fire were mentioned, there was talk of paying your dues.
      

      
      ‘I’m happy enough with how this is mending,’ the Corkman said, looking up at the X-rays on the wall.

      
      He dragged out his vowels like an American, it made him sound silly.

      
      ‘Very straightforward Colles fracture,’ he was saying. ‘Named after a Dublin doctor, the Colles fracture. But of course, you’d know that. Anyway we’ll have another look at it in
         a fortnight, but for the moment I’m happy enough. Keep the fingers moving, easier said than done, I know. And come back to
         me in two weeks, you can make the appointment outside.’
      

      
      But of course coming back to the hospital again was out of the question. It had been an exercise in humiliation from start
         to finish, from the moment Addie had stopped the car at the front door and rushed around to help him out. The looks from the
         hospital porters, he’d seen them smirking. And the nurse on duty at outpatients hadn’t seemed to recognise him. She’d asked
         him for a referral letter. She’d actually called him dear.
      

      
      ‘They seem to think I’m a patient,’ he’d chuckled as he was ushered into the examination room. He was trying to be jovial,
         trying not to throw his weight around.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me if I don’t shake your hand,’ he’d said to the young fellow. What was his name again? Impossible to keep track of
         all these chaps, there seemed to be new ones appearing every day. Some of them didn’t look old enough to be in long trousers. But they had ideas about themselves, these guys, the way they spoke to you.
      

      
      ‘Hugh,’ the fellow had said. ‘I hope you don’t mind me calling you Hugh? The thing is, until those casts are off, you are a patient.’
      

      
      He should have said he bloody well did mind. These fellows, where did they get the idea that everyone was their equal? They
         went off to Bristol or Brisbane or Bahrain for a few years and as soon as they came back they started calling everyone by
         their first name.
      

      
      No, no. Coming back to the hospital was out of the question.

      
      ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to send somebody out to me next time,’ he said. Trying to reassert his authority. ‘It won’t be possible
         for me to come in again.’
      

      
      He had caught the look between the nurse and the young consultant. But they said nothing so he decided he’d won that round.

      
      ‘How did you get on?’ Addie asked when he came out.

‘Oh, fine,’ he said. ‘Touch of the poacher turned gamekeeper. They’re
         all on their guard.’
      

      
      Five more weeks, they’d told him, before the casts would come off.

      
      But he doesn’t see how he can do five more weeks. He doesn’t see how he can do five more days.

      
      How do they put up with him?

      
      That’s what a lot of people ask themselves. Those girls, they say, they’re good to him. How they put up with him, God only knows! Just be glad you’re not one of his daughters, that’s what the nurses say. Can you imagine!
      

      
      When they were children he would sometimes bring them to the hospital with him on Saturday mornings when he had nobody to
         mind them. He would deposit them at the nurses’ station while he did his rounds. Addie remembers the way the nurses would
         crowd around to look at them as if they were animals in a zoo. The chocolates would come out and they’d be encouraged to have
         seconds.
      

      
      Questions would be asked, innocent questions. Questions that wouldn’t have seemed impertinent at the time. Addie would never
         have guessed they were prying.
      

      
      Did your daddy pick out that dress for you? Isn’t he a great daddy? And where do you go to school? And who minds you when
         your daddy’s at work? And what’s your favourite dinner? And your daddy cooks that for you, does he? Isn’t he a great daddy?
      

      
      Addie would have been too polite not to answer, she would have answered them eagerly. She would have sat there, swirling chocolate
         around in her mouth, her legs dangling off the swivel stool, and she would have sung like a canary.
      

      
      Not Della, Della would not have been so easily led. Even now Addie remembers her refusing their chocolates, she has an image
         of her sitting there tight-lipped and glaring. Della was never one to let good manners get in the way of her principles.
      

      
      The next thing they knew, their father would come flying back up the corridor and the questioning would stop as if he’d clapped
         his hands. God, he was handsome then, he was a matinee idol. The jet-black hair and the flashing eyes and the high colour. Patrician to his fingertips, the voice resonant with that innate authority he carried around with him.
      

      
      Back then, Addie thought he was in charge of the whole hospital, she thought he was revered by all around him. A king in his
         kingdom, the way he would sweep through the corridors and people would nod respectfully and bend their heads as he passed.
         It’s only now she knows that it was fear he instilled in them. Truth be told, it was hatred.
      

      
      The strange thing is that none of this matters to Addie. He occupies a place in her heart that’s beyond reason or logic. She
         remembers him plaiting her hair when she was a little girl. The smell of aftershave and soap, the smell of his freshly ironed
         shirt. The sportsmanlike way he would sit himself on the edge of a kitchen chair, his legs spread wide apart and her standing
         in between them. With his big doctor’s hands, he would divide her hair into three strands and weave them into a perfectly
         acceptable plait, tying it off with a rubber band. Then he would take her shoulders and firmly swivel her a hundred and eighty
         degrees, beginning again on the other side. He never tugged, his plaits were almost as good as the other girls’ plaits. Only
         now does she know, you’re not meant to use rubber bands to tie up your hair. Rubber bands tear at the hair, you’re meant to
         use bobbins. But how would Hugh have known that?
      

      
      After her mother died Addie used to wake up lonely in the night. She would creep out on to the landing and sneak into his
         room, going around the base of the bed before climbing in on the far side. Without even waking he would pull her in closer
         to him. They would sleep together like spoons, his huge arm around her, her face nestled into the rough cotton sleeve of his
         pyjamas.
      

      
      
      Addie remembers this of him, and she can forgive him pretty much anything.

      
      It was only after dinner that she remembered to play his messages back for him.

      
      They were sitting in the dark with their drinks. The TV screen spread a deep blue light over the room.

      
      ‘We never checked your messages today.’

      
      ‘No, indeed.’

      
      ‘Do you want to listen to them?’

      
      ‘Not particularly, but I suppose we had better do it anyway.’

There was no way he could use his mobile. It had taken Addie
         hours to work out how to forward his calls through to the landline.
      

      
      She went over to the desk and hit the button on the answering machine.

      
      A creepy computer voice filled the air, all synthetic waves.

      
      ‘You have one new message in your mailbox.’

      
      He winced as he waited. But what was about to come was worse than even he could have imagined.

      
      ‘Hi there, this is a message for Hugh Murphy! I wasn’t expecting to find you so easily.’

      
      A big exuberant voice, unmistakably American.

      
      ‘You don’t know me but my name is Bruno Boylan, I’m an ambassador from the New Jersey wing of the family!’

      
      They both froze, their eyes locked on each other in horror.

      
      ‘My dad was Patrick Boylan, your mom’s cousin. Which makes me your second cousin!’

      
      
      He pronounced the surname with too much emphasis on each syllable, the way he said it, it sounded like BOY-LAN.

      
      He had the tone all wrong too, he was frighteningly cheerful. It was having a terrible effect on his audience.

      
      ‘You may remember one of my sisters came to stay with you once. That’s going back a while …’

      
      They remembered. Lord, did they remember. It was as if she was there in the room with them again, that dreadful girl. The
         frizzy hair, the train tracks. The unbearable accent.
      

      
      ‘I was afraid you might have moved, it’s been so long …’

      
      There was an animal alertness in the room now, they were bracing themselves for what was coming next.

      
      ‘… I’ve just arrived in Dublin and I was hoping I could stop by to say hi.’

      
      He read out a long number, a cellphone number as he called it.

      
      ‘… you may have to put a one in front of it. Look forward to catching up with you!’

      
      A silence followed as Addie and Hugh stared at each other. It was so dark now, they could hardly make each other out.

      
      Hugh was the first to speak.

      
      ‘Good God.’

      
      Addie gave a nervous little laugh, more like a splutter.

      
      ‘Tell me we’re going to wake up and realise this is all a bad dream.’

      
      They were both looking at the answering machine as if it were a bomb.

      
      ‘Quickly,’ said Hugh, ‘erase the message, we can pretend we never heard it.’

      
      Addie jumped up and went over to turn on the floor lamp behind the desk. The room was suddenly flooded with yellow light. She bent over and hit the erase button on the machine.
      

      
      ‘What if he rings again? What if he leaves another message?’

      
      ‘Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it.’

      
      He leaned forward to take another long sip of his whiskey, the straw spluttering indecently as he sucked.

      
      ‘I’ve just had a horrible thought,’ said Addie. ‘You don’t think he has the address, do you?’

      
      ‘Highly possible. We mustn’t take any chances. We mustn’t answer the door.’

      
      Addie giggled nervously. ‘Listen to us, you’d swear we were under siege.’

      
      But Hugh wasn’t amused.

      
      ‘This is no laughing matter,’ he said. ‘Under no account is that man to be entertained. I am in no humour for some fool American
         in search of his roots. I have more than enough to preoccupy me at the moment, thank you very much.’
      

      
      And he was right of course. They were in no fit state to welcome a stranger into their wobbly little circle.

   



      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      It was hard to know what to do next.

      
      He’d left a couple of messages for them. One the first day and two more yesterday. But he hadn’t heard anything back, not
         a whisper. He didn’t want to ring them again, that would make him out to be a stalker.
      

      
      Maybe they weren’t in the habit of checking their messages, there are people who don’t check their messages regularly. Or
         maybe they’d tried to call and hadn’t been able to get through, maybe there was a problem with the codes. Then again, there
         was always the possibility that they were away.
      

      
      He knew so little about them. He had plundered his sister’s memory and come up with almost nothing. That was nearly thirty
         years ago, Eileen had said in her defence. She was only twenty-two then, she’s fifty-one now.
      

      
      Two months Eileen had spent with them and all she could remember was this. There were two little girls, not much more than a year apart. They had storybook names, Imelda and Adeline. The mother had died, nobody had ever told Eileen what
         had happened to her. There was no trace of her around the house, nothing to suggest that she’d ever been there in the first
         place. The house was right on the beach, that she could remember clearly. You could see two big chimneys from the front windows.
      

      
      Strand Road, that was it. Bruno had found the address in the phone book, he’d copied it down on to a piece of paper along
         with the phone number. He’d asked the lady in the guest house, was it far. Strand Road? she’d said, looking at him as if he
         was simple. Sure that’s just around the corner. Left at the gate, she said, then left again.
      

      
      He decided that he would walk past the house, just to look for signs of life. After breakfast, he would take a stroll down
         the beach and he would identify the house as he was passing. Just to get an idea of the lie of the land.
      

      
      The beach is a city beach, forming the eastern border of the capital.

      
      Tucked in beside it is one of the city’s most exclusive suburbs, an expensive jumble of Victorian red-bricks and Regency villas,
         a lovely seaside hodge-podge of houses. During the boom, a garden shed in this area would cost you a million euro. It’s the
         proximity to the sea, the estate agents would explain. Everyone wants to live beside the sea.
      

      
      As Bruno strolled along the footpath, he took in the manicured driveways, he registered the multiple German cars squashed
         into the small front gardens. The fresh paintwork on the windows. Bruno grew up in a seaside town. He knows these windows would need to be painted every other year.
      

      
      Some of the houses are numbered and some of them aren’t. Some of them have names rather than numbers, names like Vista Mar
         and Rusheen. When Bruno comes upon a numbered house he takes it as his guide, he looks right and left to find out which way
         the numbers are going. Then he counts his way along, allocating a number to each unnumbered house he passes. He counts them
         down one at a time, there’s only one side to this street. When he comes across another numbered house he has a little moment
         of satisfaction. He’s right on track.
      

      
      He must be getting close now, he’s only a few houses away. He walks past a low bungalow set back a bit from the road. The
         next houses he comes to are laid out in a small terrace, four of them in a row. Tall and elegantly proportioned, each house
         has a wide flight of stone steps leading up to the hall door.
      

      
      The first house in the terrace has been painted a pale pink, the next one a light dusky blue. Seaside colours, they look pretty
         up against each other, the contrast is nice. But the next house he comes to is unpainted, its façade a dull grey stone. It
         has none of the cheerfulness of its neighbours. It’s a numbered house, there are peeling white numbers stuck inside the fanlight
         over the front door.
      

      
      This is the house of his cousins.

      
      Bruno stands for a moment at the gate. He notices the weeds sneaking through the gravel in the driveway, the battered little
         car parked over beside the basement drop. The chipped black paintwork on the railings and the lichen-clustered steps. He looks up at the impenetrable black windows, two upstairs and
         one down.
      

      
      As he stands there he sees a movement in the downstairs window. He peers, trying to figure out if there’s someone there or
         if it’s just a trick of the light. But he can’t make out anything at all. All he can see is opaque glass, the stubborn reflection
         of the sky glinting back at him.
      

      
      Then he comes to his senses. He realises he’s standing there on the sidewalk, staring into their house. He shouldn’t be staring.
         There might be someone in there, they might be able to see him. He turns away quickly, rushing along the sidewalk, like someone
         escaping a crime scene. Only when he reaches the corner does he stop. He looks each way to check the traffic, then he crosses
         the road, slipping through the gap in the wall and out on to the promenade.
      

      
      He’s tired.

      
      He realises this as he flops down on to a bench, he’s tired to the bone. He’s so tired he could lie down right here and fall
         asleep, like a vagrant. Nobody knows him here, nobody would care.
      

      
      Even so, he can’t do it. No matter how tempting it is, he forces himself to stay upright, sinking down into his padded jacket
         for comfort. One of the strangest times in his life, he’s completely at sea. He doesn’t know what to be doing with himself.
      

      
      He’s been sleeping during the day. He’s been going back to his room in the bed and breakfast, with the purpose of reading for a few hours, with the purpose of resting. But the next minute he’ll find himself in a kind of waking coma. Like
         he’s been given an anaesthetic but he can still hear what the doctors are saying.
      

      
      He sleeps, and yet he’s aware of being asleep. How can that be? How can you be asleep and yet at the same time aware of the
         degrading sensation of the side of your face squashed against the pillow. Aware of the hard waistband of your jeans digging
         into your hip bones. Aware of being cold but still unable to climb under the bedspread. Somewhere, way down below him, he’s
         aware of daily life going on. A vacuum starts and stops, a telephone rings and rings. Bruno lies there and hears and feels
         all of this but he can’t move.
      

      
      When he does manage to drag himself out of this strange non-sleep, he finds he’s shivering, his circulation is sluggish. He’s
         cold from the inside out, like someone who’s been involved in a scientific experiment. He has to haul himself down to the
         village for another cup of coffee before he can even begin to feel normal again. He sleeps and when he wakes up he goes back
         for more coffee and then he wonders why he’s having trouble sleeping at night.
      

      
      It could be jet lag, he’s thinking, it could be the time difference. He could be depressed, he could be suffering from post-traumatic
         stress disorder. Only he doesn’t feel depressed. He doesn’t feel anything except plain old tired.
      

      
      A lot has happened, he tells himself.

      
      Just three weeks ago he was walking out the door of the Lehman building with a cardboard box in his arms, all his stuff packed into it. Out on the sidewalk, the tourists were stopping to take photographs, the cops trying to keep them back behind
         the crash barriers. There’s nothing to see here, they were saying, you’re not gonna see anyone famous. Just folk who’ve lost
         their jobs.
      

      
      Across the street, television reporters were lined up in a wide arc, their satellite vans humming. As he walked by, Bruno
         wondered to himself why they’d all arranged themselves in formation, like a flock of birds following some unspoken rule of
         the universe. It was only when he got home and surfed the networks that he worked it out. They were all positioned so you
         could see the bank’s logo behind them, there it was, just over the reporter’s shoulder. As they were talking they would move
         to the edge of the screen, angling themselves a little to the side. ‘Behind me you can see the bank’s employees leaving with
         their belongings. Many of them have spent most of the weekend inside the building, waiting for news. I’ve been talking to
         some of them this morning and they’ve described themselves as shell-shocked. What they’re saying is, this is a financial tsunami.’
      

      
      The others took themselves off to Bobby Van’s to drown their sorrows. They tried to persuade him to come but Bruno had no
         stomach for it. He went home, sat on his couch and watched his life fall apart on live television. He hopped from channel
         to channel, digesting the soundbites, letting the stock phrases roll over him hour after hour. There was a script to this,
         maybe if he heard it often enough it would make some sense.
      

      
      It wasn’t just the job that was gone, most of his savings had disappeared with it. Half his pay going back almost six years,
         instantly and irretrievably gone. The funny thing was, he felt quite detached from it all. There was even a strange elation,
         an adrenaline rush. He was like a guy who comes home to find his house burning down, and all he can think is, I never wanted
         any of that stuff in the first place.
      

      
      Hard to believe that it was only three weeks ago. Thinking about it now, it seems like someone else’s life.

      
      He sees himself through a stranger’s eyes. A clean-shaven man in expensive clothes, he’s walking up the steps from the subway.
         He’s coming out on to Seventh Avenue, he’s stopping to buy a coffee from the Iranian guy on the corner. He has the exact change
         ready. They toss a bit of loose banter back and forth. Then Bruno turns and disappears in through the doors of his office,
         coffee cup in hand.
      

      
      Above his head, a map of the world is moving across the glass face of the building like a cloud across the sky. Islands and
         sea gliding silently over the surface, the Lehman Brothers logo crawling after them in a massive bold font. Magnificent, he
         used to think it was. It used to make his heart swell in his chest as he walked through the doors. Now it seems a lot like
         hubris, that gloating display of global supremacy.
      

      
      He sees himself at his desk on the second floor, multiple screens in front of him. He’s tracking airline shares, he’s scanning
         those flickering rows of figures, looking out for anything unusual. Behind him, a wall of glass. If he swivels his chair around
         to the side he’s looking right down the barrel of Seventh Avenue. Below him, the heaving traffic and the fumes and the people.
         At his eye level, constantly shifting billboards and neon signs. Rising up on the far side of the street, great tracts of concrete and steel and glass. And above
         it all, that vulnerable New York sky.
      

      
      It occurs to him now what it is that he’s been doing these past few years. He’s been sitting there, waiting for another plane
         to appear on the horizon, heading straight for his office building.
      

      
      And in a way it did.

      
      Later in the day, Bruno will wander the streets looking for little bookstores but finding only big ones. He’ll sit in a café
         and read all the local newspapers to catch up on the election. He’ll be forced to order something he doesn’t want to fulfil
         the minimum charge. After that he’ll wander through a city square, standing for a while to watch pre-school children in quaint
         little uniforms collecting autumn leaves. He’ll rest on a bench by a reedy canal, he’ll smile at the drunks gathering on the
         opposite bank. And he’ll wonder to himself, what am I doing here?
      

      
      Later still, he’ll go back to the guest house and shower in the tiny bathroom. He’ll wander down to the village and eat supper
         alone in a bustling restaurant. He’ll go back home and get into bed, only to discover that he’s unable to sleep. And he’ll
         find himself wondering all over again, what the hell am I doing here?
      

      
      This is the day ahead of him, he can see it laid out like a path. But he’s in no hurry to embark on it. Instead, he just sits
         there on the bench at the edge of the strand and stares out to sea. He’s surveying his past, as if it’s a field he’s just
         crossed. He doesn’t want to go back, but he’s not ready to go forward either.
      

      
      He’s like a man who’s been shipwrecked, he’s been washed up on a desert island. He’s letting his clothes dry off in the air
         and he’s contemplating his new lease of life.
      

      
      He’s not sure yet what to do with it.

   



      
      
      Chapter 4

      
      ‘I fear our American friend is lurking.’

      
      From where Addie was standing in the doorway, it looked like he was just a stencil. He was a black outline against the bright
         light of the window.
      

      
      ‘What makes you think that?’

      
      She was squinting through half-closed eyes, still half asleep.

      
      ‘There was a strange-looking fellow out there this morning, I got the feeling he was spying on us.’

      
      Addie walked over to the window. She peered out at the front drive but there was nobody there.

      
      ‘How can you be so sure it was him?’

      
      ‘There’s no doubt in my mind. The beard, the blue jeans, the general demeanour. Straight out of central casting.’

      
      He made a kind of clucking sound in his throat as she bent to kiss the top of his head. His hair was baby-thin now, a lick
         of it swept over his bald patch in a lame attempt at disguise. It made her tender towards him.
      

      
      
      ‘Not much else I can do,’ he was saying, ‘but sit here and observe. If I sit here long enough, something interesting is bound
         to happen. Touch of the Rear Window about it all.’
      

      
      This is his stock in trade, this habit of captioning every situation with a film title. He’s well known for it, people joke
         about it behind his back. ‘Nobody mention My Left Foot,’ Addie’s sister had whispered as they stood in his hospital room on the day of the accident, watching him trying to flip
         the page of his hospital chart with his chin.
      

      
      ‘Do I get to be Grace Kelly?’ Addie asked cheerfully as she bent down to scoop up his laundry from the basket beside the door.

      
      ‘You’re a dead ringer for her, my dear.’

      
      It had been hard on him, the accident. Hard on her too. They were united by their helplessness in the face of what had to
         be done.
      

      
      ‘I don’t like it any more than you do,’ she’d said, before he had a chance to complain. ‘Anyway, it’ll only be for a couple
         of weeks.’
      

      
      They had worked it all out between them, herself and Della. A conversation almost without words, a quick conference in the
         hospital corridor. Addie had offered and Della had just nodded. It was the obvious thing to do, Addie was the obvious person,
         she had nobody to be looking after but herself. And besides, it would do her good to have something to occupy her, that’s
         what Della was thinking. She’d been spending too much time by herself recently, she’d been moping. Looking after Hugh might
         be just the thing to take her mind off her troubles.
      

      
      
      When they’re together they refer to him by his first name, they always have done. Can’t see Hugh making the easiest of patients,
         Della had said. And she wasn’t wrong.
      

      
      Addie had gone straight home to her apartment and thrown some things into a suitcase. She’d loaded Lola’s bowl, her brush
         and her blanket into a supermarket carrier bag. Grabbed her own coat and scarf and stepped out into the street. A strange
         feeling, closing the door of the apartment behind her, leaving her carefully constructed life sealed away inside. Her milk-white
         walls and her white cotton sheets and her lily-of-the-valley soap. The little pots of fresh herbs on the kitchen windowsill
         and the espresso machine and the Nicholas Mosse mug with the violets on it that she liked to drink her coffee out of in the
         mornings. She had left the mug behind her on the shelf. She would not try to take her life with her. After all, it would only
         be for a couple of weeks.
      

      
      Why then the sense of dread when she had opened the door of the basement flat? She had felt her throat contract and her shoulders
         hunch involuntarily as she had stepped inside. Straight away she had registered the smell of damp. It seemed to seep straight
         into your bones, making you shudder from the inside out. Even the dog had been reluctant to go inside. It’s not for ever,
         Lola! That’s what Addie had said. But her voice had sounded brittle and unsure. It was Addie who had needed convincing, not
         the dog. She had dumped her bags on to the bed and fled back upstairs.
      

      
      Together Addie and Della had moved Hugh’s bed down into the living room for him, shunting the couch back into the dining room
         and closing off the double doors. Of course he’d grumbled about it at first. But now Addie was beginning to think he quite liked it. There was something majestic about the whole set-up. To concentrate your life into one room, surrounded
         by all your favourite things. It had been clear he was coming to terms with the arrangement when he’d asked them to bring
         the Jack Yeats down from his bedroom and hang it over the sideboard.
      

      
      A week since the accident and still no friends had come to visit. Addie was beginning to wonder if he had any. Hugh didn’t
         seem to notice their absence.
      

      
      ‘Did you get any breakfast?’

      
      ‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘The ever-helpful Hopewell made me some toast.’

      
      Hopewell, the unfortunate nurse who had been hired to help him get up and dressed in the mornings. Naturally, he loathes Hopewell.
         But it has become a major focal point for him during his convalescence, this hating of Hopewell.
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