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            ‘Testosterone makes stuff happen. That’s what it’s for.

            
                

            

            ‘Testosterone is the life-force that enables everyone – male and female – impose their will. It helped us kill other animals for food and defend ourselves when attacked. Without it, our species wouldn’t have survived.

            
                

            

            ‘Every act of lust; every baby that was ever conceived outside of a test tube happened because of testosterone. But also every rape. Every murder. Every violent robbery. Every war. Every despicable act of war – testosterone was the enabler.

            
                

            

            ‘Every big business deal: testosterone was at the centre of it. Every race that was ever won; every goal ever scored; every target ever hit - testosterone made it happen.

            
                

            

            ‘You have taken the most powerful substance known to our species, and injected it into your body. You shouldn’t be surprised that stuff happened.’

            
                

            

            Brother Amos to Jimmy, chapter 24vi
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            The Redeemables

         

         At an industrial estate in Dublin 8, on the southern side of Dublin city on a dark, damp night, two men furtively approached a broken fence.

         ‘It’s clear,’ said Davey nervously. His fair hair was covered by a dark hat that could be pulled down into a balaclava when necessary. His nervousness showed. He didn’t like these jobs, but he wouldn’t see a friend stuck.

         ‘OK, I’ll go,’ said Joey. He enjoyed these jobs, but was clearly nervous too. ‘You stay here. Whistle, or just shout, if anyone arrives. Or bang a rock off that gate.’ He missed the days when a mobile phone didn’t track his movements.

         Joey scurried over the fence. He kept his body low as he darted across the car park towards the door of the main warehouse. It was locked, but conveniently, a window was open in the floor above. Even more conveniently, a ladder lay on the ground not far away. He couldn’t believe his luck.

         Moments later, the ladder was against the wall, and he went up. He forced the window open further, but not wide enough to climb through. He produced a short metal bar from his pocket and used it to lever the frame. He scraped at the hinges, hoping to remove some old paint. It helped, but not enough.2

         Inside, he could see boxes, neatly stacked from floor to ceiling. There was an office desk, and on it, a laptop. There was also a cashbox. He smiled: This could be a very good night.

         Joey decided to remove the actual window by putting sideward pressure on the hinges. It worked, but a little too quickly. The window slipped quickly off its hinges, flew out of his grip, and smashed on the ground below. He froze, his eyes darting around to see if anyone had been alerted. But no alarm sounded. No lights suddenly illuminated in nearby buildings. No throaty barks from security dogs. Nothing.

         In the shadows, he could make out Davey’s figure. He whistled over once: a quick, high-pitched peep. Davey replied with two quick toots, as if to say ‘OK’. The coast remained clear.

         With the window removed, a sizeable space gaped in the window-frame. Joey heaved himself up, transferring his weight gently from the ladder onto the frame, and hurled himself head-first onto the dark floor inside.

         He lay still on the ground, listening for any sound that would indicate that his presence had been detected. His eyes adjusted to the room, which was darker than the car park outside.

         Suddenly he felt something hard wrap itself around his left ankle. Then the same feeling was on his right ankle. In the moment when he was trying to figure out what was going on, he felt something grab his left wrist. ‘What the hell?’ he shouted.

         
            *

         

         Joey Watt was blinded by the sudden illumination of two quartz lights and a spotlight. From behind the boxes appeared several people, wearing headphones and sporting clipboards. Two people operated cameras: one on a tripod, the other hand-held. He looked around, to see that three of his limbs were chained to the wall.

         ‘What the fuck?’ he bellowed. ‘What the fuck? What the fuck is going on?’

         A man approached Joey, and said calmly: ‘Hi, I’m Jimmy Fyffe, the producer of The Redeemables on TV Ireland. This is a citizen’s arrest, under the Criminal Law Act, 1997. I believe you to be in flagrante, having committed, and about to commit, arrestable offences.’

         ‘Get the fuck away from me, you bollix!’ Joey roared. ‘Let me go, or I’ll fucking kill you!’ 3

         Jimmy continued: ‘We will surrender you to Garda custody as soon as practicable, but first we must ask you an important question.’

         ‘Ask my fucking hole!’

         ‘You may avoid surrender to An Garda Síochána if you agree to be our guest on The Redeemables, and abide by our terms and conditions.’

         Joey lunged at Jimmy, but was restrained by the chains. ‘Get the fuck away from me, you prick! Get the fuck away, or I’ll fucking kill you!’

         Jimmy remained calm and out of range of Joey’s feet and fists. ‘I must warn you that this is being recorded for broadcast. Everything you do and say, including death-threats, may also be used by An Garda Síochána as part of their criminal investigations.’

         ‘I don’t give a fuck, you fucking prick!’ shouted Joey, his voice rising to a hysterical level. ‘I will waste you! I will waste the lot of you. I will find out where yiz all live!’

         With his free hand, Joey reached into his jacket and grabbed his metal bar. With one swift and strong back-handed movement, he flung the bar hard. Jimmy saw it too late, and was struck on the side of the head. He fell backwards on the floor, stunned. He was unsure how bad his injury was, but he could feel blood trickle from his eyebrow down into his ear.

         Jimmy was dragged along the carpet from the lighted office into a larger room down the hall that had been used by his team earlier. People shouted questions at him: ‘Jimmy, are you OK?’ ‘Jimmy, do you want us to call an ambulance?’ ‘How many fingers am I holding up?’

         Back under the TV lights, Joey roared out the open window: ‘Davey, it’s a trap! Don’t come up here, Davey! Get outta here!’

         A well-dressed woman approached Joey, and bent over to speak to him. ‘My name is Linda Carroll from Carroll and Wakeman Solicitors. I have been assigned to provide you with legal assistance.’

         ‘Fuck off, bitch!’

         The solicitor held out two documents, and continued: ‘You have two choices. You are invited to take part in The Redeemables, agreeing to work with our advisers to identify and tackle the issues that have led you to commit crimes tonight, and appear on the show in the coming weeks. Or the evidence of your crimes that we recorded tonight will be given to the police and may be used as evidence in a court of law.’

         ‘It won’t work, bitch,’ snarled Joey. ‘That’s entrapment. You haven’t a fucking hope.’ 4

         Linda remained cool: ‘Thanks for your advice, but I’m the lawyer here, not you. Entrapment is when someone is tricked into breaking the law. In your case, there was no deception. You weren’t tricked into committing crimes tonight; you were intercepted while committing them.’

         She looked down at her notes. ‘Your crimes tonight include aggravated burglary, causing criminal damage, threatening to kill, and assault. You need to decide if you are ready to face these charges in court, or if you will accept the invitation to appear on The Redeemables.’

         Joey lowered his tone. ‘I’ll get you, you fucking bitch! Me and me mates!’

         Linda smiled. ‘You’re really not helping yourself.’ Turning to the crew, she said: ‘Why don’t we give this gentleman a few minutes to think about his options?’

         In the other room, Jimmy’s wound was being treated. It looked worse than it seemed; the only real damage was to his pride. ‘How’re you feeling, Jimmy?’ Danny, his assistant producer, asked. ‘I don’t think you’ll need a stitch.’

         ‘I … I didn’t see it coming,’ said Jimmy, examining the back of his hands. ‘Look, I’m shaking.’

         ‘You do look a bit shook, all right,’ said Danny.

         The rest of the crew began pouring into the room, to see how their injured producer was. Jimmy looked pale and confused. ‘I should have been ready, I suppose …. I … I … He caught me by surprise.’

         As he spoke, the edges of his mouth tugged downwards and his facial muscles contorted. His eyes welled up.

         Danny was surprised to see Jimmy start to cry, and moved quickly to spare his boss any embarrassment. ‘Out, out! Everyone out,’ he said, as he shooed the crew from the room. ‘Give the man a bit of space.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Jimmy, composing himself. ‘I don’t know what that was all about. I’ll be fine.’

         ‘That’s all right,’ said Danny. ‘It’s probably a bit of shock setting in.’

         
            *

         

         Four weeks later, Jimmy was a hero again.

         Joey Watt was TV gold. He was already on a suspended sentence – which meant that any evidence supplied to the Gardaí by the television 5station would automatically land him back in prison to finish off a previous six-year sentence. He had no option but to co-operate fully with the show. Many of The Redeemables’ reluctant stars were serving suspended sentences at the time they were invited to take part in the show.

         Joey’s life-story made grim, but compelling, viewing: a violent home; an addicted mother; the first forays into crime as a teenager; the drugs; and the ultimate descent into serious crime. The hour-long programme also showed his earnest efforts to engage with a psychologist and a career counsellor the show had provided. In the editing studio, Jimmy made use of photographs provided by Joey’s family, press photographs from his many court appearances, and interviews with Joey’s friends and family. Short interview clips with psychologists and criminologists carried stern warnings of the dangers of drugs, and getting involved in criminal behaviour. Jimmy illustrated these warnings with slow-motion footage of a raging Joey on the night of the break-in.

         Jimmy edited out much of the bad language, but the violence and anger of a trapped animal remained. The episode started with this hard edge but gradually gave way to softness as the viewer learned more about ‘the boy within the man’. The dramatic arc was completed when a tearful Joey held his daughter and promised to turn away from crime and be a better father.

         TV Ireland knew that the ratings would be high, just as they had been in the previous edition, when Jimmy’s team had intercepted a car thief in a similar manner. The Redeemables was making money, and the credit was mostly due to one man: Jimmy Fyffe, the show’s creator and producer. Jimmy felt good.

         There was a snag, however. Danny took Jimmy to one side as the show ended, and out of earshot of the crew whispered: ‘I thought we were going to bleep out the name “Davey”.’

         ‘Yes, we were,’ said Jimmy.

         ‘Well what happened?’ asked Danny.

         Jimmy took a deep breath, before continuing, quietly: ‘I dunno. It was on my list of last-minute edits, but I must have let it slip.’

         ‘Why were you editing?’ asked Danny. ‘That’s not your job.’

         Jimmy was at pains to explain: ‘It would have meant bringing in Kevin at the weekend, and I just couldn’t deal with the pain of asking him.’6

         ‘That’s his job, Jimmy. And it’s your job to tell him when to edit, no matter what day it is.’

         Jimmy was clearly disappointed in himself: ‘I know, I know, but I couldn’t deal with another confrontation. I decided I’d be better off doing it myself.’

         ‘And why didn’t you?’ asked Danny.

         Jimmy took another deep breath. ‘I dunno, man. It was on a list of about ten edits, and I just overlooked it. I don’t know what happened. Between yourself and myself, I forgot. OK?’

         ‘OK,’ said a worried-looking Danny.

         ‘But say nothing,’ said Jimmy. ‘There are lots of Daveys out there. We don’t know if there was a Davey there that night, or if it was an alias, or a code-word, or whatever. Let’s just say nothing, and hope nobody notices.’

         Monica Jenkins, chair of TV Ireland, smiled coldly at Jimmy as he left the set. She enjoyed the authority that came with being head of the station, almost as much as Jimmy resented it.

         ‘Well done,’ she said. ‘Though it was a bit risky leaving in the part where the guy shouts out “Davey”.’

         Monica always knew how to take the joy out of a screening night for Jimmy. ‘There are lots of Daveys out there, Monica,’ he said, feigning indifference. ‘He wasn’t identified. The lawyer wasn’t concerned. It reminds the audience that for each redeemed person, there are others still out there, committing crimes.’

         ‘Mmm, I wouldn’t be so sure,’ mused Monica in an offhand way. ‘You need to be more careful,’ she said, as she glided away.

         Inspector ‘Squeezy’ McClean ambled over to Jimmy, holding some Oreos in a napkin. He was the most senior Garda in the Kilmainham district – which meant that the warehouse, the TV station, and Jimmy’s home were on his beat.

         ‘Well done, Jimmy boy,’ said McClean. ‘Entertaining, at least.’

         McClean was of a generation of men who believed a comb-over could conceal baldness, and a generation of policemen who thought a cream raincoat would enable them ‘blend in’.

         McClean irritated Jimmy. He liked to play the cute country Guard, and slink around saying as little as possible, but observing everything.7

         Worse, in Jimmy’s eyes, McClean liked to play the cute country Guard from Cork. Despite having lived in Dublin for more than thirty years, McClean had neglected to transfer his accent from his native Doneraile. He still punctuated his sentences with ‘boy’, and often expressed a view that suggested that Dublin would be a lot better if it only tried harder to be like Cork.

         ‘Do you think, boy, you’ll be doing many more of these ol’ programmes?’ asked McClean, as if attending The Redeemables was a chore for him.

         ‘Hopefully, Squeezy, hopefully,’ said Jimmy. ‘We’re just trying to help you out with the business of law and order.’

         The relationship between An Garda Síochána and the TV show was always strained. The police didn’t enjoy the ease with which Jimmy’s team could catch people in the act of committing crimes. It led to questions in the media, and in the Dáil, about the Gardaí’s competence in this important aspect of police-work. Despite this, a Garda presence was necessary on the night of a live-screening, and McClean was always eager to mooch around the studio, picking up titbits of food – and information.

         Jimmy was eager to wish Joey well before he left. They both lived in Dublin 8, so there was every chance they would bump into each other on the street. It was important for Jimmy to end the evening on good terms.

         He saw Joey heading for the door with a man who looked out of place: too nerdy to be a criminal, and too conservative-looking to work in TV. He wore a long old coat that reminded Jimmy of student union marches in the 1980s, and a pair of boot-runners that were only partially laced. He had acne, and stubble of the non-designer kind. His hair needed a trim and a wash.

         ‘Who’s yer man with Joey?’ Jimmy asked Squeezy.

         ‘That, I am told, is Joey’s “medical advisor”,’ replied the inspector, in a sceptical tone. ‘He came in case Joey had an asthma attack. He’s the GP of choice for Dublin’s criminal class: the doctor of last resort.’

         Jimmy crossed the room quickly. ‘Joey, I just wanted to say: you were great tonight,’ he said, extending a hand. ‘I bet you inspired thousands of young people who might otherwise – ’

         ‘Go fuck yourself, you pompous prick,’ replied Joey sternly. ‘You got your fucking show, now fuck off out of my life.’ 8

         ‘Right,’ said Jimmy, unsure of what to say next. He turned to the man beside Joey, and stretched out his hand again. ‘I’m Jimmy, the show’s producer. Thank you for coming tonight.’

         ‘I’m Malcolm, Joey’s medical advisor,’ said the other man, in a mid-Atlantic accent.

         ‘Oh, do you practise locally?’ asked Jimmy, hoping to get an address, or the name of a clinic.

         ‘Yes,’ he replied, unhelpfully. ‘I practise wherever and whenever my patients need me.’ He reached into his pocket and produced a business card. ‘Here, you might need to call me sometime.’

         As they left, Jimmy examined the card. It read simply: ‘Malcolm, Medical Advisor’, and gave a mobile number.

         Danny appeared again at Jimmy’s shoulder: ‘Hey, the team is heading out to a party. Wanna come? I’d say it will be a good one.’

         Jimmy laughed at the impossibility of the idea. ‘Danny, you know … I have no doubt it will be a good party, but … you know the way it is. TV attracts beautiful people. Beautiful people attract cocaine. So it’s not the kind of party a boss should attend.’

         ‘Come for one,’ said Danny. ‘Let’s celebrate another great show.’

         Jimmy looked wistfully at the happy studio. Pretty girls laughed with gay men, and nobody had to work for three more days. It was a tempting prospect for a single man. But he wasn’t single. It was a forbidding prospect for a married man. But he wasn’t really married either. The sadness of his home-life entered his mind momentarily. He was unsure of his social position; unsure of his own boundaries. He wondered if he dared enjoy himself.

         ‘Come on, Jimmy,’ said Danny. ‘Let yourself go.’

         Jimmy shrugged. ‘Thanks, I’d best go home.’

         
            *

         

         ‘There are lots of Daveys out there, Gunner,’ pleaded Joey. ‘Our Davey wasn’t identified.’

         Joey’s hands were tied behind his back. Blood, sweat, tears, saliva and mucus oozed from different parts of his head, and mingled on the table that his face was being bashed against.

         ‘You stupid arsehole!’ roared Gunner as he lifted Joey’s head by the hair at the back of his head. ‘You don’t …’ – smacking Joey’s head off 9the table – ‘shout out …’ – smack – ‘your partner’s name …’ – smack – ‘in the middle of a fucking job!’ Smack.

         ‘Gunner, honest to God, I wouldn’t rat out my friend …. I was trying to save him! He’s my mate. There’s no point in us both gettin’ trapped,’ pleaded Joey.

         Davey stepped towards the table. ‘He didn’t mean any harm, Gunner. He was just trying to look out for me, he was.’

         Gunner wasn’t much taller than Davey, but he was considerably broader, and far more aggressive. His small red head was set on a short thick neck, and whenever he got angry, it looked like it might pop off. His arms, tattooed and muscular, ended with two large fists, one of which he raised to Davy’s face and bellowed: ‘Fuck off, ye little faggot! Youse little fuckers have to learn how this business works. Yiz don’t do yiz’er own jobs without telling me first! Righ’? Ye don’t go on the telly making a fuckin’ arse of yourself, crying about your sad life in crime! Righ’? And ye don’t go on the telly shoutin’ out your mate’s name! Do yiz understand?’

         Davey nodded in fearful agreement, and returned to his seat beside another young gang member, Midget.

         ‘Now, what are we going to do with our teammate here?’ roared Gunner.

         Before anyone could answer, Hank Savage entered the room. Davey and Midget stood, in deference to their boss.

         ‘Hank, I didn’t do nothing wrong!’ roared Joey. ‘There’s a million and one Daveys out there, there is. He wasn’t identified.’

         ‘Shut the fuck up,’ said Gunner, giving him a box in the ribs.

         ‘Enough,’ said Hank. ‘What’s going on?’

         Gunner started: ‘These young lads need discipline, Hank. They’ve no fucking idea what they’re at – making trouble for themselves and everyone else.’

         ‘We weren’t making trouble,’ shouted Joey. ‘We wuz just doing a little bit of our own work ….’

         ‘Shut the fuck up!’ shouted Gunner.

         ‘Enough, I said,’ countered Hank. ‘Gunner, let’s talk outside.’

         The two senior men went into the next room of the garage, which served as the gang’s base.

         ‘Gunner, he didn’t identify Davey,’ said Hank. ‘He just – ’10

         ‘Boss, these are your rules. You made them up years ago, and that’s what made us strong,’ said Gunner emphatically. ‘You always said “Zero tolerance.” “Zero fucking tolerance.” “Ye don’t tolerate fuckin’ messers.” That’s the way it was before you went into prison, and that’s the way I ran things while you were inside.’

         The older man tried to calm the conversation: ‘I know, Gunner, but he didn’t identify anyone.’

         ‘He fucking did! He identified himself by going on the telly. Everyone – cops, mee-ja, and other gangs … they all know his best mate is Davey. So everyone knows Davey was out that night doing a warehouse. Everyone knows they are our men, even if it wasn’t official business. That compromises us.’

         ‘But there’s been no charges, Gunner. The TV company isn’t going to pass on any evidence.’

         ‘You always said, “Nip it in the bud!” Ye get rid of the bad apple before it contaminates everything. These lads have to be taught a serious lesson.’

         ‘Like what, Gunner?’

         ‘Like, you know what,’ said Gunner, in a lowered tone.

         ‘Boss, don’t kill him,’ said Davey, who had been listening at the doorway. ‘Just teach him a lesson, like, cut one of his fingers off, or something.’

         ‘I’ll cut one of your balls off, you little prick, if you don’t fuck off back inside!’ roared Gunner.

         Davey returned to the other room – and his seat beside Midget. Both looked defeated.

         ‘Gunner, I don’t think it’s right to kill the lad,’ said Hank. ‘He’s a kid. They’re all kids.’

         ‘You always said – ’

         ‘I know what I always said, for Christ’s sake!’ said Hank, in an irritated tone.

         ‘Hank, you’re the boss. You have to decide: do ye want these lads to respect ye, or do ye want them to fear ye? Or do ye just want them to like ye?’ asked Gunner dismissively. ‘You have to set the example here.’

         ‘I know I do, Gunner. I … I … I … I just don’t think it’s right.’

         ‘You’re the boss. I’m only carrying out orders,’ said Gunner. ‘You make the decision, and I’ll just do what I’m told.’ 11

         Hank was silent for a while, then swore under his breath: ‘All right, do what you have to do.’ He left the building without saying anything more to his employees.

         Two days later, a farmer in County Meath made the grim discovery of Joey Watt’s body in a ditch.

         
            *

         

         Morning radio broke the news that a man’s body had been found. The usual coded message was used to assure the good people of Middle Ireland that it wasn’t one of their own who had been murdered. ‘The victim was “known to Gardaí”,’ said the newsreader, with an almost-audible wink.

         Jimmy heard the news as he drove to work, and thought nothing of it until he got to the office. There, the journalists already had the victim’s name, and they remembered that he had been on The Redeemables.

         Jimmy’s heart sank. He had grown to know Joey well, having conducted the interviews with him, and then spending hours editing them. He knew when and where Joey was born, his siblings’ names, and all about his nasty parents. He had interviewed his girlfriend, and met his daughter. He knew where they lived – which was just ten minutes’ walk from his own house in Dublin 8. He also knew that if the murder could be linked to The Redeemables, the show could be in jeopardy.

         The following day, News Ireland cited ‘well-placed sources in Dublin’s criminal underworld’ who linked the murder of Joey Watt with his appearance on The Redeemables. A meeting was called for Monica Jenkins’ office at 11am. Jimmy and Danny, as well as a few senior station officials, were summoned. When Jimmy saw that the head of HR was present, he sensed trouble.

         Monica avoided eye-contact with Jimmy as she started the meeting: ‘OK everyone, thank you for coming. I don’t need to tell you why we’re here. Suffice to say, we are in a crisis. And the best way to limit the damage is for the station to distance itself from the show.’

         ‘What do you mean, Monica?’ asked Jimmy.

         Monica looked at him glumly, and said: ‘We’re cutting the show.’

         ‘What?’ gasped Danny, almost rising to his feet. ‘What the hell? You can’t do that!’

         ‘Easy, easy, Danny,’ said Jimmy calmly. ‘Let’s hear what Monica has to say.’12

         Monica continued: ‘Cathy is here from HR, and I have asked her to meet with each of the team individually to go over the … erm … procedure.’

         ‘What procedure?’ asked Jimmy.

         Monica took a deep breath, and spoke to Jimmy as if she was explaining something Jimmy already knew: ‘Jimmy, you and the others are on specific-purpose contracts. If there’s no show, there’s no contract.’

         ‘No way!’ shouted Danny. ‘You can’t just terminate us. I’ve a mortgage to pay!’

         ‘Easy, Danny,’ said Jimmy again. ‘Monica, let’s just go over the options before we jump to any conclusions. We haven’t even talked through the controversy yet. Let’s discuss it, and then make informed decisions.’

         ‘We have discussed it,’ said Monica, glancing at the other officials. ‘And we have made informed decisions.’

         Jimmy felt belittled. He tried hard to think of a retort, but nothing came to mind.

         Danny could think of plenty to say: ‘I’m not fucking happy about this. This is my fucking job you’re talking about! Myself and Jimmy, and the others: we’ve all got families, and mortgages to pay.’

         ‘I’m aware of that,’ said Monica, ‘and I’m very sorry about it all. Nobody was expecting this to happen. Nobody thought somebody was going to get killed.’

         ‘We can work through it,’ said Jimmy. ‘Crims shoot crims all the time. It’s not necessarily our fault.’

         ‘If the public says it’s our fault, then it is our fault,’ said Monica.

         ‘The public hasn’t spoken on the matter, so all the more reason for us to keep our own voices out there,’ said Danny.

         ‘Don’t you look at social media?’ shouted Monica. ‘Twitter is in meltdown over this.’

         Jimmy frowned in disbelief at Monica: ‘There’s no such thing as Twitter going into meltdown.’

         ‘The public is saying very clearly that The Redeemables should be shut down,’ said Monica.

         Danny leaned forward. ‘Monica, we have a viewership of over 300,000. There were less than a hundred comments on Twitter. What’s that? A bit of a percent? You want to make an important decision based on the comments of a few people who have too much time on their hands?’13

         ‘The comments are unanimous,’ she retorted.

         ‘So what?’ said Danny. ‘They’re hardly a representative sample. Would you say “Nobody in my local pub liked the show, so we’re shutting it down”? Or “Nobody on my bus home liked the show, so we’re letting you all go”? Of course not.’

         ‘Monica, we can work through this,’ said Jimmy, trying to think fast. ‘We can have a special programme in memory of Joey. Show previously unseen footage. The whole thing emphasises the bravery of our team, and the importance of our work. We might evoke a degree of sympathy for’ – he used his fingers to indicate quote marks – “the unfortunate individuals who try to escape the vice-grip of crime”.’

         He remembered how to influence Monica. ‘The viewership will be the biggest ever. Massive.’

         Monica had already considered this. ‘I know it would be massive, Jimmy, but we wouldn’t make a cent. The advertisers won’t touch the show.’

         ‘It’s not all about money,’ shouted Danny. ‘It’s about people too.’

         Monica responded calmly: ‘Gentlemen, you are in the business of crafting TV. I am in the business of getting someone to pay for it. Nothing happens unless someone pays for it, so it is all about money.’

         Monica closed her notebook and put her pen down, to indicate that the meeting was over. ‘Gentlemen, this station has a potential buyer coming in from America next week, and I can’t have this crisis hanging around like a bad smell as we go into negotiations. So I’m sorry, but The Redeemables is finished.’

         After the meeting, Danny tackled Jimmy: ‘Why didn’t you stand up for us in there?’

         ‘You heard her: the decision had been made,’ replied Jimmy, weakly.

         ‘You’re our producer: our leader. You’re the one we look to to protect our jobs,’ said Danny.

         ‘What did you expect me to do?’ demanded Jimmy.

         ‘I expected you to fight. At least fight for your own job, if not ours!’

         ‘How?’ demanded Jimmy.

         ‘I don’t know. It’s your job to figure that out, not mine,’ said Danny. ‘Why didn’t you tell her that you’ll take legal advice, and that you’ll sue her arse off if she terminates our contracts? Huh?’

         ‘Well, I’m not sure if we have a case legally – ’14

         ‘So what?’ shouted Danny. ‘You used to be able to bluff your way out of things. You used to be good at issuing credible threats! It doesn’t matter if you’ve a legal case or not: you would have put doubt in her mind. It would have bought us time. Why didn’t you tell her that if she touches our jobs, we’ll go to the newspapers and tell them how she encouraged us to take risks, but then cut us off when one backfired?’

         Jimmy was flustered. ‘I’m not sure that that would be a wise approach, considering – ’

         ‘Wise approach!’ repeated Danny, disdainfully. ‘We’ve lost our jobs! How wise was your approach?’

         ‘Danny, I ah … I think you’re assuming I could just magic up a solution ….’

         ‘I’ll tell you this, Jimmy,’ said Danny. ‘There was a time when you figured things out very quickly, and that witch wouldn’t have dared fire you, because you would have bitten her fucking head off. But you’ve changed, Jimmy. You’re not the man you used to be.’

         
            *

         

         At home, Jimmy broke the news to his wife Milfoth.

         ‘You let her do that? You didn’t even put up a fight!’ she roared.

         ‘I didn’t have a choice,’ he said despondently.

         ‘Well, do you have a choice about paying the mortgage? Huh?’

         ‘I’ll get severance,’ said Jimmy wearily. He had hoped for support, not another rebuke.

         ‘You’d better get good severance,’ shouted Milfoth. ‘And you’d better get up tomorrow and get yourself another job. Wash dishes, or whatever it takes. It might toughen you up.’

         ‘Look, it was not in my control to save the show, but it was in my control to leave on the best possible terms, so that when another opportunity arises, they’ll bring me back in.’

         ‘Well, you’d better hope that other opportunity arises tomorrow, because we have bills to pay,’ she said, as she turned away from the conversation. ‘You’re too soft – in more ways than one.’

         Jimmy watched his wife go up the stairs, and raised a middle finger in her direction. It happened often.
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            Dublin 8

         

         Nobody from Jimmy’s background aspires to living in Dublin 8. Children in the area where Jimmy was raised didn’t dream of owning an artisan cottage in Dolphin’s Barn, or a flat in The Coombe, or anything in the Liberties.

         Their parents didn’t encourage playdates in Inchicore, or making friends with the girls and boys of nearby Crumlin or Drimnagh. Maybe some people who grew up in Dublin 8 were content to live there, but they weren’t from Jimmy’s tribe.

         He had aspired to a life in the cleaner, more affluent suburbs of one of the three ‘Rs’: Ranelagh, Rathgar and Rathmines. He hadn’t considered a fourth ‘R’, Rialto, until the booming economy pushed house prices in ‘nice’ areas beyond his reach.

         Jimmy and Milfoth first met on a beach in Paros when island-hopping in Greece was at its most popular. She later told a friend that she was attracted instantly to Jimmy because he was engaging and funny. He told a friend that he was attracted to her because she was nearly naked.

         They first got together a week later, at a party on Ios. And when they both showed up at Santorini on the same day, it seemed that fate had determined they would be together. They returned to Ireland as a couple, but only stayed long enough to save for a backpacking trip around South America.16

         They were good travelling companions, and created a lot of happy memories. Jimmy enjoyed finding interesting destinations and reading up on the history and geography of an area in advance. Milfoth enjoyed the logistics: making sure they arrived at the right place, and at the right time, with passports and other necessary documents.

         Three years after their Greek adventure, the couple made love under a full moon after a day of surfing at Australia’s Byron Bay. Their daughter was conceived that night and they would name her Byron. It was time to come home and settle down.

         With little savings or employment records, Jimmy and Milfoth found that the Dublin 2, 4 and 6 postcodes were gone from their list of possibilities. They had to settle for the unfamiliar postcode of Dublin 8. Jimmy’s father, who funded their deposit, openly resented their choice of neighbourhood, and rarely visited.

         They bought in a cul-de-sac of terrace houses built by the Irish state fifty years earlier. The area had served as the bellwether of the wider Dublin 8 economy: originally a poor local-authority district; then a stable community as locals purchased their homes from the council; and now a somewhat prosperous district as new owners remodelled their homes to capture light and space in ways that had not been envisioned by the original architects.

         Jimmy and Milfoth weren’t alone. Hundreds of other couples had also bought in Dublin 8, all thinking it was ‘only for a few years’. But no sooner had they unloaded their furniture when a great iron door slammed shut behind them. The economy crashed; they owed more than their houses were worth; so they were stuck. They just had to accept that their temporary housing solution was now their permanent home.

         But there were silver linings in the dark Dublin 8 cloud. The Luas arrived, connecting the area with the courts service – which made it an attractive location for legal practitioners. And the new children’s hospital attracted medical professionals and other higher-paid workers to the area.

         The council made it easier for blow-ins by removing some of the housing projects that had brought infamy to their postcode. It demolished the notorious St Michael’s Estate in Inchicore, leaving only a field. It pulled down the St Teresa’s Gardens complex, with a promise of regeneration. It removed the former Weaver Park and Chamber Court flat complexes, and replaced them with a playground and a skate-park. The Dolphin House complex was upgraded with balconies and other features that made them look, in Jimmy’s opinion, ‘respectable – almost desirable’.17

         The most notorious of all the estates, Fatima Mansions, was expunged; not even its name survived. The former centre of Ireland’s heroin trade was replaced by new, mixed-use, pleasant buildings called ‘Herberton’. The area was now so acceptable that people of Jimmy’s demographic went there to use the gym. It was one of the few places in Dublin 8 where the different tribes – natives, blow-ins and foreigners – mingled.

         Jimmy wondered sometimes what had happened to the people who had lived in the neighbourhoods that had been demolished – but not for very long. Such is the process of gentrification all over the world that the new arrivals have little knowledge of, or interest in, the people they have replaced. Their focus is on what they see as improvements: new coffee shops and restaurants; and remodelled pubs.

         Consciously or otherwise, Jimmy’s tribe of blow-ins differentiated themselves from their native neighbours. They dressed differently, had different social outlets, and spoke with accents derived from outside Dublin’s inner city. The newcomers had more liberal political views too – so much so that Jimmy sometimes referred to his area as ‘fast becoming a hotbed of organic foods, mindfulness and lesbianism’.

         He could identify fellow blow-ins by the cars they drove. They tended to be more expensive brands, but old models – indicative of high aspirations tempered by high mortgages. Jimmy himself drove an eleven-year-old Mercedes, saying ‘It’s the only marque that looks better with age’.

         Blow-ins lived independently of their native neighbours in most aspects of their lives, but the two tribes were funnelled towards each other in certain areas. These included the pleasant walks along the Grand Canal, where Jimmy used to jog until it brought him into conflict with dog-owners and what he termed their ‘four-legged shitting machines’. On one occasion, he almost came to blows with a ‘real Dub’ who was walking a Doberman that was not on a lead.

         ‘Put a fucking lead on your dog!’ shouted Jimmy.

         ‘Ara, would you relax, it’s only a pup,’ insisted the man. ‘Come over here and pet her yourself.’ The dog rolled over and the man rubbed its belly.

         ‘I’m not touching your mange-bag!’ shouted Jimmy.

         ‘It would do ye good to pet a dog,’ said the other man. ‘It would help ye get rid of all that stress.’

         On another occasion, Jimmy was startled by a teenager who sped along the footpath on a bicycle. Jimmy stopped him and, while holding the handlebars, lectured the boy on bike safety and etiquette.18

         The boy said very little, except the customary ‘Would you ever fuck off?’ Then suddenly, he stood high on the pedals and headbutted Jimmy.

         Jimmy drew back his fist, but realised quickly that this was a fight he could not win. Could he really stand the embarrassment of being arrested for assaulting a teenager? It occurred to him also that he had never thrown a punch before and couldn’t be confident that it would connect. He felt that he had no choice but to let the youth go. He continued his jog – cursing the kind of people who made up his community.

         In recent years, he lacked the energy either to jog or to fight with his neighbours, so he retreated to the relative calm of the gym. He pushed weights for a few years, but with no noticeable benefit. Increasingly he made straight for the hot tub, where he hoped that the heated bubbles would dissolve the layers of fat that had gathered around his abdomen. It didn’t seem to work, though.

         Children’s education was the area where tribal separation required the most vigilance. Native families were comfortable in the bosom of Roman Catholic schools. That pushed blow-in parents to seek out alternative school patronage.

         The Educate Together system was the preferred choice for Dublin 8 blow-ins – an option sometimes referred to by Jimmy as ‘Educate Apart’. And the local Protestant school was at capacity, even though Jimmy was not aware of any families in the area that were practising Protestants.

         Irish-language schools were also popular for blow-ins, even though the Irish language itself wasn’t. Jimmy and Milfoth sent Byron to an Irish-language school. All three of them refused to speak the language in their home.

         And then there was the defining badge of Dublin 8 blow-in-ness: Ennis Butchers in Rialto. It reminded Jimmy’s tribe that even if they couldn’t afford to live in middle-class Dublin, a little bit of middle-class Dublin dwelt amongst them. Jimmy described it as ‘a good place to get your quail eggs’.

         It was here, in the socio-economic mixing bowl of Dublin 8, that Jimmy first got the idea for The Redeemables. He was standing in his local shop beside a pregnant woman who was buying cigarettes, and a young man who was behaving so aggressively that Jimmy was afraid to make eye-contact with him. Catching sight of the young man’s neck tattoos, Jimmy wondered if, with the right supports, he could ever be ‘redeemed’. He wrote a proposal that was accepted, and he created the show that had sustained the family for several years.
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            Jimmy and Milfoth

         

         Of course, ‘Milfoth’ wasn’t her real name. It was derived from the acronym for ‘Mother I’d Like to Fuck’, which had been applied to her more than once. Jimmy had often taken pride in being married to a milf.

         But in recent years, as their hostilities intensified, Jimmy lengthened the acronym to milfoth: Mother I’d Like to Fuck Outta The House. Jimmy ceased addressing his wife by any name, and Milfoth was a moniker he only ever used silently.

         He worried that Byron would turn out to be argumentative, like her mother. He mused that if he could afford boarding school, he would send them both there.

         Losing his job didn’t just present Jimmy with a financial challenge, it stirred up a long-felt feeling that he had under-achieved in his life. He had reached four and a half decades without a job that was permanent, or savings that would sustain him in his retirement years. He was married to someone he didn’t like, was father to someone he couldn’t connect with, and lived in a district his old friends didn’t like to visit. He didn’t have many new friends.

         He felt he had been raised for finer things: a lifestyle best described as ‘middle-class’. His school friends had achieved this, as had his siblings. But he hadn’t, and he was reminded of this every time his family got together. He felt the burden of competition, or, more to the point, the burden of defeat in a never-ending competition.20

         His late father, known widely as ‘Jacko’, had written Jimmy off as early as his teenage years. Like many men of his era, Jacko’s ambition for his son was influenced by Tony O’Reilly whose success in international business had its roots in relationships he formed while playing rugby.

         With such ambitions for Jimmy, Jacko sent his slightly-built boy to Blackrock College and it was a failure. Jimmy joined the ranks of that pitiful category of privileged Irish teenagers: the boys who went to Blackrock but didn’t play rugby. This gave licence to Jacko to openly question the merits of funding Jimmy’s education, as well as his sexuality.

         ‘Not good enough’ was his mantra when dealing with his sensitive boy. ‘Not good enough.’

         Even Jimmy’s successes in television in later life were minimised by a cruel jibe: ‘It isn’t RTÉ, never mind the BBC.’

         And now, as Jimmy lay in bed the morning after his show had been cut, the wounds returned. For a moment it seemed that his father was in the room with him, mocking him from the seat in the corner. ‘Not good enough, James,’ he said caustically. ‘You wouldn’t listen to me, and now look at you.’ Even in death, Jacko had the ability to hurt his son.

         Jimmy had intended going into the office to tie up the last of the loose ends, but he couldn’t. He had showered, and started to dress for work, but a wave of despair and anxiety rolled over him with such force that he returned to bed, still wearing his work-shirt.

         Fortunately, Milfoth and Byron had left the house early, and weren’t there to witness his crash. He cried, at first quietly, but then he howled. His sobbing was so loud that he feared that his neighbours might hear him. He pulled a pillow over his face and bawled into it.

         He looked at himself in the mirror, almost to verify that it was him who was crying. He saw red eyes and wet cheeks, and a sad crumpled man looking back at him. ‘What the fuck are you going to do?’ he asked himself over and over again. ‘Oh Jesus Christ, what the fuck are you going to do now?
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            Out in the Cold

         

         The social welfare system wasn’t designed for Jimmy’s tribe. First, they made him queue to get a weekly payment, and then that payment was far too small for someone who was paying a mortgage. It came from the Department of Social Protection, but he didn’t feel socially protected.

         At his local welfare office on Cork Street, Jimmy pleaded with the deciding officer to deliver his payment directly to his bank account, rather than him having to queue at a post office. But she wouldn’t budge.

         ‘Why? Are you planning on not being in the country?’ she enquired, with a suspicious tone.

         ‘No, I’m just trying to … maintain my dignity,’ replied Jimmy wearily.

         ‘Our other clients are happy to get their payments in the post office,’ countered the lady behind the desk. ‘Do you think you’re better than them?’

         Jimmy didn’t answer.

         At the nearby post office, Jimmy queued for his money. In front of him, a man was shouting into a phone in a broad Dublin accent – something about money owed or not owed. Someone else in front of him stank of piss. The lady in the welfare office was right: he did think he was better than the people around him.22

         Jimmy kept his eyes on the door, in case someone he knew walked in. He had taken the precaution of carrying a package, so that, if he was seen, it might look like he was in the post office for reasons other than collecting his dole.

         He despaired because he knew that his value in the job market was diminishing. Most of his skills lay in television, and there was only a very small number of television stations that might be hiring. There were many TV production companies, but they tended to be small, hand-to-mouth operations. The collapse in domestic advertising revenue, and the rise of foreign streaming services, had put a further squeeze on the available opportunities.

         He was called for an interview for a music radio station. One of the interviewers asked if he had experience in radio production. Jimmy said that he hadn’t, but that if he could produce TV successfully, then he could probably produce radio.

         The lady persisted, asking: ‘How can we be sure you can produce radio, if you’ve never done it before?’

         Jimmy explained that producing television was a more demanding affair, and he had done that for two decades. He noticed that his words made sense, but he had no energy or conviction to put behind them. He thought the woman was too stupid to understand, and he gave up trying to enlighten her.

         He found it humiliating to be questioned by people who were considerably younger than him. In an interview at a media production company, three hipsters sat across the table, asking him about cross-platform content development, and some new app he hadn’t heard of. To his horror, he realised that one of the interview panel was a daughter of a woman he had dated back in his college days. Her mother had married early and well, and now her daughter was deciding whether Jimmy was good enough to employ, or not. Apparently, she chose the latter.

         Jimmy was always suspicious of public sector interview panels. He felt often that the job was already allocated, but in the interest of ‘fairness’ there was still the pretence of a recruitment process. He felt that a lot of his time and hopes were wasted that way.

         In an interview for a state agency, Jimmy noted that the panel was older, in terms of both how they looked and how they dressed. They seemed bored, as they went through competency-based questions.23

         ‘Can you tell us about a time you had to make a difficult decision?’ asked one. ‘What about a time you had to correct the behaviour of a co-worker?’ asked another. Jimmy struggled to find examples: this interview style restricted his opportunities to delve into his variety of achievements. Finally, one of the panellists, in an annoying ‘Dort’ accent, said: ‘Tell us about your weak points.’

         Suddenly Jimmy mounted the table and bashed the heads of two panel members together. He roared at them: ‘My weak point is that I am good enough to do this job in my sleep, but in order to get it, I have to somehow impress you stupid bunch of clock-watching, unemployable-in-the-real-world twats. My weak point is that I want to rip out your spleens and shove them down your throats! My weak point is you!’

         At least, that’s what he did in his head. In reality, he muttered some answer that he had read in a careers book: something about getting impatient when other people are tardy. He didn’t believe it. They didn’t believe it. He didn’t get the job.

         He applied for senior roles, but felt deep down that he wasn’t good enough for them. He applied for junior roles, on the basis that it would be better to work at something – anything – rather than nothing. When he didn’t even get called for interview at that end of the spectrum, he wondered if he would ever work again.

         In despair, he bought far too many Lottery tickets. When he checked each one at his local Centra, the machine read: ‘Not a Winner’. Jimmy took this as a comment on his life in general.

         He turned down many invitations to lunch and pints. He didn’t want friends to see him at this low ebb. He was invited to a wedding, there was a school reunion, and there were two funerals of people he knew. He declined them all: anything to avoid the question ‘What are you doing with yourself these days?’

         Increasingly, he thought about killing himself. Not that he wanted to do it imminently, but he felt that things were sliding towards that inevitable conclusion.

         In previous years, he had imagined a suicidal person as someone in obvious despair; someone whose mind was in such disarray that they made a tragic impulsive decision. But Jimmy didn’t feel that way now. His was a slow and reasoned approach.

         He had decided upon the means (rope) and the location (a tree along the path linking the War Memorial Park and Chapelizod). He’d 24even picked the time of day: late evening, when there would be fewer people around.

         He was aware of public-information campaigns advising men to talk about their problems, but this seemed pointless to him. He reasoned: ‘If I’m distressed because I’m unemployed, and I talk to someone about it, what difference does it make? I’m still unemployed.’

         One morning he sat down with a pen and paper to write two lists. The first one was headed ‘Reasons I want to die’, and beneath it was a long column of words, including: ‘Unemployed’, ‘Broke’, ‘Fucked off with life’, ‘Stuck’, ‘Humiliated’ and ‘Failure’.

         ‘This shit is not what I’m here for,’ he wrote in a flurry. ‘I’m better than this.’

         The other column was headed ‘Reasons I want to live’. He struggled to find anything to write. He thought about Milfoth. He felt that she’d be embarrassed if he hung himself, and inconvenienced for several weeks by the rituals and paperwork. But he felt that there would be minimal emotional impact. Anyway, his insurance policy meant that he was worth more to her dead, than alive.

         Other family and friends? Certainly he could expect a large and memorable funeral, but his loss would have no substantial effect on their lives.

         The only relationship he couldn’t discount was that with Byron. His voluntary departure would be a severe assault on her developing psyche, with incalculable long-term ramifications. It would be a betrayal of her – a reneging on his commitment to serve and protect his child. Despite their difficult interactions of late, he knew that she needed him. He resolved to stay alive for her.

         After due consideration, he wrote just one word under the second heading: ‘Byron’. Then he ripped up the paper, went back to bed and cried.

         
            *

         

         Jimmy’s discipline slid. Most days he got up late, didn’t shave, ate breakfast cereal in front of the TV, and caught up on American courtroom sagas. He switched between radio stations, but found himself becoming agitated by people who called or texted shows to say they were offended by comments by politicians or celebrities.25

         Callers to RTÉ’s Liveline particularly annoyed him. One person was offended because a well-known journalist had criticised people who had large families. Several others called in, each trying to outdo the other with their level of outrage.

         Another caller was offended because an environmentalist had criticised people who used their cars for long commutes. Another complained about co-workers who used the office microwave to cook fish and other foods that create a strong odour. Jimmy found himself shouting at the offended parties on the radio: ‘At least you have a fucking job!’

         One afternoon, as he sought in vain a soothing broadcast, he got an idea for a TV show to pitch to RTÉ. Suddenly he was energised again. He felt a sense of purpose as he made an appointment with RTÉ’s commissioning editors. He asked Danny to help flesh out the idea and join him for the pitch. He had missed Danny’s company.

         The idea was a variation on RTÉ’s former Live at Three format, with an afternoon show targeted primarily at senior citizens. There would be a look-back at times gone by through old news reports and interviews, as well as live, gentle music: songs that had been popular during the heyday of the audience.

         ‘Don’t you think it’s a little old-fashioned?’ asked a commissioning editor on the other side of the table.
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