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Chapter 1


 


This, like so many of Ryan Cusack’s fuck-ups, begins with ecstasy.


It begins in Rotterdam, like so much ecstasy does, where Daniel Kane, frustrated from months feeling like his supplier’s afterthought, strikes up an acquaintance with a couple of lads from Naples. Dan bonds with them, in so far as these kinds of boys can bond, over Dutch draw and contempt for the Rotterdammer dignitaries.


It escalates when Ryan returns from a summer’s week in Naples with a throwaway observation about how their yokes are so much better, based on two nights out and zero hangovers. It’s a thought that germinates in Dan’s head until it becomes a strategy. By autumn he is making preliminary, private enquiries. By winter he is arranging a visit.


Finding ecstasy is no easy task. The market offers so many MDMA knock-offs: PMA, NBOMe, MDE, alphabet broths of second-rate stimulants developed in Chinese laboratories. The black market is not a free market. Consumers take what they can get. They cannot always get methylenedioxymethamphetamine. Access to the proper stuff depends on the capacities or whims of the dealers and the dealers cannot truly be trusted; they’re in it for the money; the satisfaction of the end user matters only in the context of how much the end user is willing to pay.


But Dan Kane believes that because he will never be the man importing the most pills, he has to be the man sourcing the finest. The profit margins aren’t as magnificent as they are for alphabet broth rubbish, but good yokes move fast, so Dan’s developed a reputation for artisanal pharmaceuticals. It makes sense for him to switch from one producer to another if there are better yokes available. His enterprise is small enough that he can manage the shift. His ambitions are broad enough that he will cope with the upheaval. And Naples, well. It turns out there are better yokes in Naples. Is that not serendipitous? he asks.


Because, of course, there’s the matter of Ryan’s blood.


At the start of December, about three months before Ryan is to turn twenty-one, about five and a half years into his relationship with his girlfriend Karine, about seven years after he first met Dan, he and Dan stand in a corridor on the third floor of a Cork City hotel. Dan, fidgety on the way over, has dedicated himself to cold lucidity; only once in this corridor does Ryan see him waver, and that’s in exhalation, a deliberate expelling of breath as you might see in a long-distance runner.


Dan tilts his head and in response Ryan bows his own. ‘Get every nuance,’ Dan says, and Ryan nods faintly, so diminished is the space between them. ‘This is not,’ Dan goes on, ‘a deal to be done in simple English.’


Ryan knows it’s too late to say it but he says it anyway.


‘You know if you’re opening routes there, you’re dealing with the Camorra. You know that, right?’


‘What difference does it make?’ Dan asks. What separates gang from clan from syndicate? It’s all business. Dan’s dealt with English top boys, Dutch producers, Russian smugglers, ‘and if I can manage Russians, Ryan, I can manage Italians.’


Ryan knows you don’t manage the Camorra. He cannot say how he learned this or when he accepted it; he just knows it, maybe from his mother’s muttered oaths or maybe because he is sane, underneath it all.


Dan tilts his head the other way. ‘Tell me you’re all right.’


‘I’m all right,’ Ryan lies.


In a corner room Ryan sits with a lone Neapolitan and they converse as the city below them darkens. The MDMA will be manufactured in Estonia, pressed in Naples and shipped to Cork while Dan’s money goes the other way. Accountants will whir about in the background, making what’s illegal legal; they will obscure details and arrange bribes, put thick skin on the bones of it. Dan directs Ryan’s questions. The rest of the inner circle – Shakespeare, Pender, Cooney and Feehily – sprawl on armchairs or lean on walls. The Neapolitan doesn’t flinch.


Ecstasy, a taster batch of fifty thousand for fifty thousand, just to test the route, all grade upfront, a fifty-thousand-euro risk for a brand-new channel, and Ryan’s misgivings are months too late.


I’m all right, he tells himself, though he is not all right. He is nervous and he is rusty. He has been out of action since the October bank holiday weekend.


The Neapolitan asks him to clarify a statement. It’s Ryan’s pronunciation or an ending sliced off a word or he slips into Napulitano. The Neapolitan’s eyes widen. The smell of blood: his nostrils flare. His mouth stretches. He identifies Ryan as one of his own.


I’m all right, Ryan tells himself. This is all right.


Dan carefully structures the fortnight following this meeting. He sends Shakespeare – Shane O’Sullivan, enforcer, adviser, right-hand man – to go over complexities with his customs guy. He evaluates an old rental on Watercourse Road as a potential base for storing the batch, checking it for damp and draughts, sizing up the neighbours. He goes through two dummy runs with Cooney and Feehily and fabricates solid reasons for them to be at the Port of Cork in Ringaskiddy for the days leading up to the delivery. The pills are due on the last container in from Salerno before Christmas: the 23rd of December.


He looks beyond the best case scenario: the delivery is a success, the pills are immediately sold, and the Neapolitans agree on a price per pill appropriate for a long-term partnership. Half of Ireland will want in on it. The Shades and the shams, all looking for a cut. Handling such interest will take strong nerves. He will need to be totally confident in his abilities, his men’s loyalties, and his belonging to his city. The one he is most worried about is the robber baron Jimmy Phelan – often referred to by initials only, abbreviation sprung from jitters and dismay – the man who thinks everything in Cork is his by default. When Jimmy Phelan finds out about the route, he will almost certainly make a move towards seizing it. Dan knows it is imperative that the route is established before this happens. The longer he can keep Phelan from finding out, the easier it will be to manage his megalomania. If it means selling outside of the city for the time being, so be it.


He explains such thoughts to Ryan over and over again in Ryan’s sitting room in the early afternoons of the first half of December. Dan is excited, Dan is nervous, Dan is determined, optimistic and desperate.


He seems surprised that Ryan’s appointment as translator didn’t lead to instant relief from his depression, as if he’d expected Ryan to emerge from the meeting with the Neapolitan his old self.


At the end of that preparatory fortnight he says, ‘You’d want to get your arse in gear,’ not altogether unkindly.


It is only in terms of Ryan’s new melancholy Dan has any real right to be frustrated. Ryan has kept earning. During his weeks indoors his brother Cian brought him chips and bad news in exchange for directions – to clients, pick-up points, debtors, underlings. The dealers whom Ryan supplies have not run low; Dan has heard no complaints. But then Dan needs more from Ryan than a line of income, more, even, than an Italian tongue and Neapolitan blood. Dan Kane, a disciplined eater who lifts weights and reads and plucks what he likes best from Buddhism and believes in balance and fucks around and is proud of the quality of his cocaine, needs an apostle. He needs walking, talking reassurance that he is up to snuff.


Daniel Kane has put a lot of work into Ryan Cusack being all right.


 


Mere days before the pills are due, Dan has need of Ryan’s words again.


It is late on a Saturday afternoon, and Ryan is at home with Karine, who has come over, as she does when she can spare the time away from studying, to remind him of the various things he needs to do to be alive. You should eat, you should talk, you should go for a walk, you should have sex with me. Today she’s told him to have a shower. Ryan’s natural attributes are such that he is easily inclined towards vanity – septic is the old Corkonian term he hears from his dad – but since the bank holiday he’s been forgetting himself and, in so doing, remembering himself again with mild surprise. His beard grows pretty quickly, it turns out.


Dan texts:


 


I NEED YOU TO TALK TO SOMEONE FOR ME.


SO GET MOVING, LITTLE MAN.


 


This message comes through while Ryan is in the bathroom, and Karine intercepts it. When he comes back in she’s on his bed, boots off and legs curled beneath her, holding his phone and staring into space.


She says, ‘Dan’s looking for you.’


She lets him take the phone. He reads the message. It has come through at a very bad time, for Karine doesn’t know that Ryan’s been talking to Neapolitan exporters and so is not prepared for Dan demanding his company now. He knows he should sit, gather his thoughts and call Dan to ask for an hour’s grace; he needs to explain his return from exile to a girl who believes exile fits him. He leaves his phone on his desk and picks out dark jeans, a slim-fit T-shirt, boots. Going-out clothes.


This is a creaky sort of enterprise. He’s slow in dressing and she watches him as if assessing a rehabilitation. She runs her hands over him; she rearranges the short waves of his hair, she pulls her fingertips along his jaw, she opens a palm over each lung.


‘D’you not know you’re a mess?’ she says.


A mess in blood and in deed. The oldest son of Tony Cusack and Maria Cattaneo is Cork City born and bred and in its singsong accent speaks fluent Italian, shaky Neapolitan and rough and rapid Hiberno. His eyes are the colour of black treacle and his olive skin is paled by adjacency to the Atlantic; his nonna, with varying degrees of sincerity, blames everything from draughts to the malocchio for his pallor. He takes up just under six feet and a good bit less across the chest than he should, exile being the kind of thing that makes a man skinny. His is the business of fledgling savages the world over: he facilitates the movement of illegal inebriants from his foolhardy class into the hands and mouths and nostrils of those who should know better. He feigns a swagger to hide the fact that he doesn’t breathe easy and doesn’t sleep well. He has notions about his future; he feels violently inadequate sometimes; he hasn’t had enough practice to be a good shot.


In front of him now is his girlfriend of nearly six years, as blonde and bright as he’s dark and bloodless. She withdraws her hands and purses her lips and takes a breath.


‘You’re a mess,’ she repeats, ‘and if you go out there after Dan now you’ll fall to pieces.’


‘I have to go back to work, girl.’


‘Why do you have to go back to work? You’ve done nothing for the past six weeks, Ryan. And guess what, he managed without you.’


Ryan cannot correct her. For the past six weeks he has been still and quiet and he’s mostly stayed indoors but it goes to show, he thinks, how innocent his girlfriend is that she doesn’t suspect he was up to no good at the same time. Only in outline is Karine aware of what her boyfriend does when he’s not with her. She knows Dan because Ryan has been with Dan even longer than he’s been with her. She knows Ryan sells enough to make decent grade. Lately this has bothered her. She could consent to his carry-on when he would otherwise have gone hungry. Now he’s flush and enjoys a sort of reputation and that doesn’t sit right with her at all.


Ryan says, ‘Staying in is doing me more damage than going out.’


‘And how do you make that out?’


She looks tired, he thinks, but then, she’s doing exams. A trying life each, at odds and opposites.


He says, ‘I feel better, like. The last few weeks . . . It’s over, I got my head together.’


‘You got your head together? Ryan, you tried to kill yourself.’


‘I didn’t.’


‘You say you’re out of the pit and you still haven’t faced up to what put you there.’ She stands back. ‘Oh God,’ she breathes, and blinks at the ceiling.


‘I know what it looked like.’ Ryan reaches for her hand and she holds both up and pouts. ‘But that’s not what it was. I have a hard enough time going without you for a couple of days, Karine. Why would I want to stretch that?’


‘Guilt? You weren’t exactly thinking straight.’


Ryan rubs his eyes. ‘I’ll make it up to you,’ he says.


‘Right. I had to drag you out of an early grave, but that’s just something you can pay me back for. Like it’s part and parcel of being with you. Oh yeah, my boyfriend’s deep. So deep he was nearly six feet down.’


Her hostility is justified. He proved incapable of containing what should have been a common-or-garden October bank holiday binge, falling instead to overindulgence: a few drinks too many for a constitution weakened by secrets, apostasy and self-medication. The anxiety was there to begin with. Everyone tells Ryan he’s the bulb off Tony, the living spit, his father’s son, as if after nearly twenty-one years it could be news to him. It was always going to happen. Tony burst out of him, not just the dark hair and the dark eyes and the slow smile but the wrath, the tears, the knuckles. Ryan was fighting with his girlfriend; she turned him inside out and he raised his fist to her. He didn’t hit her but he came close. He pinned her to the wall and aimed at the plaster.


‘What’s gotten into you?’ she wept, and some short hours afterwards emergency department doctors had an answer. Cocaine, they said. Alcohol. Paracetamol.


This was the makings of his six weeks of stupor: Ryan was dissociated by half-memories and stunned by having made so dire a mistake. He is reasonably sure that he never meant to overdose. He knows how long paracetamol takes to kill, so it makes no sense to him that he’d choose it.


He assumes that he was drunk and melancholy after another fight with the ould doll, but he never blamed her, not even in the darkest moments; Karine had no hand in his blotting out the beautiful lore of him and her and the million things she always does right. He’s torn her apart; she hovers, tearful and tender, and her complicity makes her angry, and her anger makes her ashamed. There have been doctors echoing sinister words like ‘episode’ and referrals to a psychiatrist or a psychologist or whatever, and Karine has to take it seriously because she’s almost a nurse. She stood with him at the pharmacy, waiting for a paper bag of the kind of drugs they don’t want him to take recreationally, drugs he hasn’t taken and won’t take. She bought him a notebook and pleads with him to write down those agonies he cannot otherwise express. Write down what you’re feeling, she directs. I dunno, write about songs that make you feel things. If you won’t talk to me, write to me; write to someone, anyone. She tries to put him back together.


I am a mess, he wants to tell her, I am a mess and I want you to put me back together, I want to change direction, I want to leave the country, I want to take back what I did to you, I want to bury it on Vesuvio.


But instead he moves towards her and in his actions tries to simulate health and normality; he kisses her insistently and secures her cooperation; he wraps her arms around his neck.


Heat, skin, sweat. She chides him even as their bodies start to slip. She tells him she can’t fix him if he doesn’t get the legwork done. She reminds him that she’s graduating next year. Their paths threaten to diverge; doesn’t he know that? Celestial in the pale glow of the floor lamp beside his bed, she tells him she loves him. Past her shoulders glint the bits of herself she’s left on his chest of drawers. A hairbrush, a can of deodorant, make-up remover, cotton balls. Two pots of pastel nail varnish. There’s more tucked away in one of the drawers – fluffy socks and T-shirts and tampons and a hairdryer. The most obvious stuff here belongs to Ryan – decks, a digital piano, black, blocky, blokey hardware – but the room is as much her space as his.


Between deeper and slower breaths he says he loves her too, he loves her more.


‘If you love me, you’ll stop. Like, straight away.’


‘Stop what?’


‘Stop dealing.’


He pushes his mouth against her neck and tastes salt.


His phone rings when he’s catching his breath against her shoulder as she draws circles on the back of his neck. Outside someone bellows OK love! and a car door slams and a van rumbles past and the hum starts at the back of the house as the central heating kicks in. Ryan rolls away. Karine clings to his side.


‘Don’t answer,’ she says. ‘Just leave it.’


But he must answer, because normality demands that of him.










 


 


Mam,


Maybe I’m not mad. Maybe I’m not suicidal. Maybe I’m restless.


I might be 1300 miles away but I have Neapolitan blood and Neapolitan blood is restless. San Gennaro was beheaded but his blood is still flowing. Naples takes a couple of vials of it out every so often and it keeps on liquefying. Only it dawned on me that Neapolitan blood doesn’t need a body and so deep down I mustn’t care whether I live or die. I’m restless and reckless and this blood will kill me before it keeps me alive.


Did I ever tell you my earliest memory? Me burying my face in my dad’s neck because lunging at us was a blind monster the same colour as the stone.


I don’t remember how you explained it to me but I knew I was looking at a dead body and it burned into my brain then that that’s what happens when people die: they turn the colour of stone and their eyes fall out. You shouldn’t have brought me to Pompeii when I wasn’t old enough to cope with monsters. Though I wonder now if that was the plan. Did you think bringing me there when I was small and easily scared would do the trick? That I’d steer clear if I associated Italy with death?


Like volcanoes. In Ireland we barely have mountains, in Napoli the mountain can kill you. And obviously Pompeii goes with Vesuvio. I found out years later that the bodies were just plaster casts, but it didn’t make a difference. Death, death everywhere, souvenirs of an explosive mountain.


Remember the wan you used to sing with at weddings? Stephanie? Once you were in the kitchen and it was bucketing down out and she said, I don’t know why you’d live here, Maria, when you could live in Italy where it’s hot, and you said, Raise sons in Napule? Jesus, girl, I’m not crazy. I asked Dad after what was so murderous about Napoli anyway, apart from the mountain? He said it had more than its share of head-the-balls. This would have been around the time of the Scampia thing. Don’t live in Napoli, the place can kill you in a hape of different ways.


And you were from there, so I always knew you were going to die too.


Thing is, after you died the frequency of visits to Napoli was dictated by your mam and dad and their need to pinch our cheeks eclipsed your deserter’s logic. Usually I went when the option was there. I was last over in the summer. I went to see you but I didn’t do any talking coz Karine was with me and we’d just done a week in Ibiza and were both fucking goosed. So maybe you didn’t notice me there. I was though.


Karine was quiet too but I didn’t think much of it. I mean, she speaks only English, why wouldn’t she be quiet? But on the second day we went out for a poke around and some proper pizza, and she said to me:


Ryan, this is so weird.


I thought she meant the mess. She kept gawping, as if Napoli was a bedroom I’d forgotten to tidy before inviting her round. In a narrow lane between crumbling walls tagged over and over again she told me, It’s so weird that you’re talking and I can’t understand you.


She’d never thought of me as anything but a Corkonian, and now all of a sudden I was a Neapolitan, gibbering and kissing fellas. It was a part of me she’d glimpsed only during long-distance phone calls or Napoli matches. Front-and-centre, she had to accept that I’d never been a whole person, just two torn halves.


It’s a fucked up thing to feel drawn to somewhere you don’t really belong. I think you’d get that, you felt that way about Cork. You spoke English with a Cork accent, you collected Irish legends, you gave us Irish names. And me: I shout for Napoli, I gesture even when I know no one will understand, I’ve got Il Mattino on my phone.


See, I have a nose for corpses and quaking ground.


That’s why my dad would lose it whenever I was arrested. Your mam tried to keep you from this kind of shit, and look, you went and found it anyway.


But where’d I get the restless blood in the first place, Mam?










Chapter 2


 


Dan Kane says that a man makes his own luck, that fate is cruel when left unchallenged, that fortune is a thing to be managed. And so it is Ryan’s second-hand conviction that he, too, knows what he’s doing, that he cannot expect anyone to wring hands on his behalf. And Dan has done a lot for him.


Ryan fell in with him years ago. Bonna night, trouble in the smoke and Ryan belting away from it – he can’t remember what the rírá was about now – Dan pulled up in a black 5-series.


‘Hassle, little man?’


Ryan gave him his standard ‘Fuck off’ and Dan laughed.


‘The doonshie dealer,’ he said. ‘I’ve been told all about you. What’s the matter, don’t you recognise the source of your merchandise?’


Dan is the man, all right. Of unremarkable height but a strapping build underplayed by well-chosen duds, grey-eyed with greying hair clipped tight, he looks indifferent to the stress involved in pulling off deals in a city run by the dangerous. This is due in part to masterful manipulation of his drug intake to numb or stoke as needed; his dosages are medically precise. The only thing out of place on him is an oversized bottom lip, which gives him the look of a sulky boxer when he forgets to flatten it against his teeth.


Back then he could get his hands on the loveliest pills, and he needed to share the wealth. At fourteen Ryan was looking for any place beyond home to rest his head and fed up with having no bobs except what he could salvage from his father’s benefits. Selling yokes to a base of enthusiastic vibe-gobblers never felt like the society-warping enterprise the Six One News liked to lament. And so Dan Kane took him on.


That in itself is remarkable – other savages have remarked on it – as one doesn’t tend to take apprentices in the trade. Why put time and effort into raising a rival? If the little fucker doesn’t rat you out, he’ll take you on. Those marked for making money will pick up the game as they play; there is little room for patient instruction.


Remarkable, noticeable. Ryan has drawn attention by dint of his early ascension. From guards – why wouldn’t there be guards? – who know that youth means fragility, who have put Ryan away, who bother him on the street and pat him down in public. From other fledgling savages, the boys Ryan started out with, who have stayed stagnant in dirty sitting rooms, playing Battlefield in their jocks and selling grams and half-rolls to randomers while he climbed the ladder and got himself staff and a GTI. From associates much longer in the tooth who watch Ryan rack up promotions and feel hard done by, who mutter that he’s a wunderkind hand-reared only to take a bullet for his keeper.


And worse. From professional savages, the likes of whom Dan Kane is only trotting after. Ryan’s career has roused interest in his city’s masters.


Dan has asked that Ryan meet him now in one of the many flats he has access to, a spotless, uninhabited two-bed above a city centre bar.


Ryan parks on the quay and gets through most of a spliff as he does Oliver Plunkett Street. A black sky pushes down on amber flare after amber flare; the street lights glow, the shop windows glow, the pavement glows. Cork City holds up the night and its people shiver and cough under its canopy: Ryan feels the contrast of cover and exposure, the cramped streets as shelter from spinning space, and both make him nervous. He dodges ball-hoppers admiring each other’s Christmas jumpers, dawdling middle-aged couples, deadpan young wans whose phone screens are cyclically lit and doused under their chins. Already he’s breathing too fast.


Dan is in the best of form. The task he has for Ryan is a simple one, involving the transfer of funds from one bank account to another. Ryan takes the relevant details and strict instructions for their use from a male voice in Italy. Then Dan passes over a throwaway handset so that Ryan can relay these details to a female voice in Ireland.


He thinks first that he is speaking to Dan’s girlfriend Gina, for while Dan likes to surround himself with young wans, to intrigue them with hammy tales that span the breadth of Europe till they allow him to de-stress between their legs, he doesn’t tend to employ them. But this woman is not Gina, as Ryan realises when she responds to his soft tone with a bored one. He modifies his in response.


‘Like, are you getting this?’


‘You’re literally just giving me an IBAN,’ she says, and it’s as if he can hear the eye-roll.


Fuck it, Dan says to this minor annoyance, she got it, it’s fine. They go downstairs to the bar and Dan buys Ryan a pint and a tumbler of Jameson in a remodelled snug decked out in LEDs and a scavenger’s haul of kitschy artefacts.


Ryan has been dry this past while. An idea of Karine’s: if his constitution is weak then he must stop testing it. But it occurs to him now that the drinking needs doing if he intends to rejoin the race, and so he will take the poison, bare his chest on the altar, dare the gods to take him. He’s not yet fucked on the drink. It made a monster of his mother and his father and there are times he considers denying it its chance to make a monster of him, but not drinking is admitting you’re broken. He is not ready for that. Certainly not in front of Dan.


Two pints, one Jameson in, Ryan goes to the beer garden for a cigarette and to phone Karine. To reassure her, because if he makes today his first official day back at work then he feels it went well.


She can hear the merriment around him. ‘Jesus, Ryan, are you out?’


‘I’m done for the day,’ he tells her. He is giddy; he wants her here with him; nothing would constitute normality better than that. She is usually up for a Saturday night out. He tries to remember how many exams she has left. ‘I’m having a couple with Dan.’


‘And did you tell him?’


‘Tell him what?’


‘Ryan, don’t play the prick. That you’re done with him!’


‘No,’ Ryan says. He points his cigarette at the sky and rubs his forehead with the flat of his thumb.


‘So you won’t quit.’


‘It’s not that I won’t . . . He’s not going to let me walk away, that’s not how this works.’


‘So what you’re saying is I’m being pure silly because once you get into this shit they don’t let you out again, and you’re a lost cause, Ryan, and I should stop trying. Yeah?’


‘That’s simplifying it,’ he says. ‘It’s not a simple thing. I earn for him, y’know . . . Stuff like this can’t be done overnight.’


‘A lot of things can change in a night, Ryan.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘There was a night not so long ago when I thought we were just having a row and suddenly you were someone else entirely.’ She hangs up.


He phones her back but she doesn’t answer. He lets the call run into her voicemail.


‘C’mere, girl. I know what’s bothering you. I can fix it. I just have shit to do in the meantime. You just need a bit of patience, like.’


He sees Dan come through the back door of the pub and the man looks content.


Ryan says, ‘Just wait for me, Karine. Please.’


Dan approaches, a tumbler in each hand.


‘Such great things ahead of us. And behind,’ as he looks over his shoulder at their fellow smokers. There are fellas dotted throughout, holding pint glasses through which the light refracts, making little lanterns, but it’s mostly girls, two dozen maybe, bare-legged, in pale dresses with flat, glossy hair. Ryan catches the eye of a brunette with feathered eyelashes and cherry lips. She smiles. He looks away.


In the far corner of the beer garden Dan arranges lines on the tabletop behind the crook of his arm. He points once the lines are drawn and Ryan knows that this is a test more than it is a kindness, that if he wants to insist he is all right then Dan will expect him to show it, snort a rail, prove he’s able for it. He does not want to accept. He is well on the way to drunkenness and with that may come panic: disintegration, a jumble of limbs, lung spasms, tears. Between a rock and a hard place, he thinks, and thinks then of camorristi and the manifest peculiarities of the Neapolitan language.


He takes the line. He concentrates on holding himself together.


Such great things, Dan elaborates. His interest is not just in money but in the by-product of money. He wishes autonomy for himself. He is not, he reiterates, interested in paying homage to robber barons. He has spent long enough bringing offerings to the likes of Jimmy Phelan, whose only real advantage is that he came of age a decade before Dan. The cocaine spurs him; his eyes bore into Ryan’s as he delivers his sermon. Oh they will prosper, they will dominate trade in the city and while only the very best will know their names, everyone will intimately know their product. Entrepreneurs, thespians, stay-at-home dads, models. ‘Look around,’ Dan says, ‘at the good people here, with their degrees and their careers and their ways and means and all the things they hope no one sees are wrong with them. They all want it, and soon they’ll all want it from us. Look at all the ould dolls. They’re halfway there.


‘How a man like me gets here,’ he continues, ‘is down to balls, and patience, and knowing, fucking knowing he’d get here. And having the right lads around him,’ he adds, generously. ‘How would you go about that, Ryan? How would you pick the right feens for the jobs you want done?’ But he does not want an answer, and Ryan has heard versions of this speech before. ‘It’s not luck,’ Dan goes on, tapping his fingers on the tabletop, contorting his bottom lip, fixing and re-fixing his field of vision over Ryan’s shoulder. ‘It’s being able to spot the qualities you want and then having the capacity to sculpt them. I’m never wrong about character.’


He curves his hand around the left side of Ryan’s neck.


‘All that time you spent getting your shit together and I never once doubted you, Ryan.’


Dan doesn’t doubt Ryan because Dan doesn’t know Ryan’s been doing favours for Jimmy Phelan.


This is a memory Ryan can’t risk reviving. Whatever about his inconvenient holiday, or losing his temper with his girlfriend, the guilt of treachery could crumple him. He thinks about his dad, only briefly, and that’s on the edge of too much.


Dan squeezes open Ryan’s palm. He produces a few pills stamped with a curved shape coming to sharp points at either end.


‘A phoenix,’ he says. ‘You never got a taste.’


Ryan closes his fist around the sample and presses the pills into his palm. Dan brings his hand back to Ryan’s neck. Forehead-to-forehead, Ryan closes his eyes. Dan flexes his fingers.


‘It’s good as fucking anything to have you back, little man,’ he says.


 


Cork is a small city of one hundred and twenty thousand souls. Its residents live overlapping lives so there is nothing remarkable in Ryan sharing a background with people whose deeds are darker than any of his. It is not remarkable that Jimmy ‘J.P.’ Phelan, the most successful of this city’s mistakes, grew up with Tony Cusack, or that the connection endured until Tony’s son grew old enough to be useful. So it is not remarkable that Phelan sought to enlist Ryan, whose apprenticeship was such a notable thing. And it is not remarkable that Ryan was bound to bow under the man whose word is sacrosanct on the streets, especially since the penalty was orphanhood.


Six months back Ryan Cusack did a favour for Jimmy Phelan.


There was a girl. Georgie. Midway through her twenties, bones sewn together in a slutty dress. Ryan was her dealer for a time when he was fifteen or sixteen; she was raven-haired, giggly and jumpy, too brittle to manage grown-up outlaws. Whatever disrespect she threw at Jimmy Phelan, it was big enough to necessitate her passing. Phelan waded into Tony’s home one damp day and asked Tony, the dampest man in Cork, to do the job, but Tony being weak the job was left to his firstborn. Ryan took the girl back to her den to do the deed. Acting on his father’s behalf, and under the thumb of the most belligerent man he’d ever met, there was no room for error, but Ryan failed and failed gloriously. He put the girl on a plane instead and told her to fuck away off and never come back, but he couldn’t trust her to comply, he didn’t even demand her word of honour.


But this is how the city works.


There are the boys on the top, and knowing their names is a curse. Villains for the most part, but sometimes cloaked in virtue – senior guards, customs officers. Ryan doesn’t know who they are but he knows they’re there. A circle-jerk revolves elsewhere, ad infinitum, and Ryan knows because occasionally he claws gains from their takings or finds himself fucked when things don’t proceed to their liking. Which is the way the world works, he suspects, whether you’re a rock star or a McDonald’s dogsbody or a mid-ladder dealer.


This is how Ryan works. He took the task set for him by Phelan because he was not big enough to refuse him. He hid the request from Dan because to Dan, Phelan is as much an oppressor as the Garda Commissioner; Phelan suppresses Dan’s activities, curbs commercial initiative, adheres too closely to archaic ideas about territories. Jimmy Phelan was never Ryan’s confidant or friend, but Dan won’t distinguish between confidant or friend or tyrant; it won’t matter to him how the treachery was constructed, only that it was.


But look, Ryan tells himself, if in feeling guilty I betray myself then I’ve to stop feeling guilty. This is how the city works, after all. It’s not like their relationship has always been defined by respect and fraternity. He has put up with a lot from Dan. There have been slaps – education administered across the back of the head or to the jaw, in pubs, in corridors, on waste ground. There’ve been rude orders barked and bullish shows of Dan’s superiority. Ryan has always weathered them, and even when things went to shit the shit was always a means to an end. In it for the money and in it for the leg-up, Ryan is never going to be one of those gnarled fuckers down the Flying Bottle on a Tuesday night, looking sinister with tattoos up both arms and an ould doll with big hair and only one fucking eye.


 


Last orders, and there are hours still to knock out of the night-time. Dan is tightrope-walking the long white line between drunkenness and clarity. Ryan is clumsier on this threshold; things have gotten away from him a little bit, but Dan’s mood is such that he either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care.


‘Let’s see what’s happening elsewhere,’ Dan says, and chooses a club called Room.


Six weeks in his room and Ryan escapes to Room. This ugly consistency does nothing for his mood. The place is hardly buzzing, but hefty beats supplement pills or coke or whatever artificial good humour’s nudged the crowd onto the dance floor. Ryan wants a double whiskey. He wants a double drop.


‘This gaff’s gone to the dogs,’ Dan says, but he says that no matter the venue; the surest sign of a man approaching his late thirties. ‘Get me a gin,’ he says, and heads behind the DJ booth and up to the balcony – the VIP room, a space used by middle-aged bouncers to impress disingenuous girls in uncomfortable shoes. Ryan heads to the bar. Rachel’s serving. A couple of years back, Ryan had a one-night thing with her. He was pissy with Karine at the time – wounded, half insane with it – and there was a house party, and these things happen.


She mouths, Hey Ryan.


He takes a gin and a Jameson and her smile up to the balcony, where Dan has already found three girls to shit-talk. Ryan hands him his drink. There are times when Dan is happy to have his company during the preliminaries – after he has decided which girl he likes best and is in need of a distraction for her friends. Now he seems not to notice Ryan, and so Ryan moves to the railing and looks down at the dance floor, and feels like resting his head against the brushed steel, closing his eyes, rolling forward. Climbing over.


But across the dance floor comes Colm McArdle, Promoter, Manager, Ringmaster General and the stature for it, a good six-two, a good span to his shoulders, a good flush to his cheeks. He holds both arms over his head, each hand directed at Ryan and ending in what Colm knows as the sign of the horns and Ryan, having Neapolitan blood, knows as something else entirely. Colm nods to the beat as he parts the crowd.


‘Just the fucking man,’ he shouts, once he gets to the balcony. A Belfast stretch on the last word: Ryan Cusack’s just the fucking mawn. ‘Were you in England for a bit or something?’


‘Naw,’ Ryan says, and though he’d do well to make clear that his disappearance had nothing to do with the law, there are no details to go into from there; what details from the hollow?


‘Thought you’d gone to London. The Dam, even. I heard you were keeping the head down.’


Ryan smiles and shakes his head again, and Colm is smart enough to change the subject. ‘I have a wee proposition for you,’ he says.


He folds his arms on the railing beside Ryan and they eyeball the fifty or so on the dance floor below.


Colm says, ‘What a shithole.’


The balcony’s ice-blue lighting highlights his flaxen hair and gives his colourless eyelashes an alien glow.


‘Starving interns swaying to music the DJ doesn’t care about,’ he says, ‘drinking pitchers of piss and nosing for some pleb with more gak than sense to hang off. Witness a scene dying and no one here with the wherewithal to save it.’


He asks if Ryan remembers when clubbing used to be the only thing that mattered, when they’d spend all week only waiting for the weekend so they could get mashed and feel like they were part of something. For a twenty-five-year-old, this is fervent and dubious nostalgia. Ryan tells him he remembers, though he doesn’t. The scene choked on its vomit well before he was legal. Well before Colm was legal.


‘Money won,’ Colm says. ‘DJs started charging a king’s ransom just to turn up for an hour on a Friday night, like there’s something noble in coaxing idiots to dance to bad trance. So why would you bleed two hundred euro subsidising . . .’ His nose wrinkles. ‘. . . EDfuckingM when you can gather your mates and the same shite you were listening to two years ago and get blasted in the comfort of your own home? Meanwhile I try to convince my overseers that they need to put enough on the table to book a few decent names and all they do is get ornery and tell me there’s no room for risk. No room for risk! In fucking dance music? Oh aye, dead on. So I’m setting up my own night for those of us who still want to get fucked on music without overpriced drinks and overfuckinghyped DJs.’


He stands up straight. He drums his palms off the railing and spins to watch Dan.


‘I’m going to get him a drink,’ he says, and heads off again, and Ryan uses this time to gobble the first of Dan’s pills and then, as Colm makes his way back, the second. Ryan knows he should not be out in this mood, but out is what he’s stuck with, stuck here on account of duty and of the chemicals already in his body. He is in dire need of contentment, or if not contentment then a sort of oblivious swell. He wants respite from the anxiety of his fermenting hangover.


Colm gives Dan his complimentary drink and Dan claps him absent-mindedly on the arm.


Colm returns to Ryan and says, earnestly, ‘Are you in?’


‘Am I . . . ha?’


‘In. With me. On my venture.’


‘I know nothing about running nights, boy.’


‘I’ve heard your mixes. You’re better than you think you are. C’mon, I’m hundreds of miles from home and you’re my wee local genius.’


The LED beams kick up. The rays cut through the gloom and the strobe goes on. The dancers jerk and the DJ pulls in a massive breakdown, Tiësto-like, contrived for maximum messiness from people who have no clue how to let go.


‘OK, I’ll be honest with you,’ says Colm. ‘I’ve put thousands of my own money into this project. I’ve sorted a venue, I’ve sorted a licence, it’s all lined up. But the guy who was supposed to be my partner has fucked off on me, and I have to admit it, I’m in dire straits, Cusack.’


‘Why’d he fuck off?’


‘He fucking emigrated, the cunt.’


Below them, dancers hold their wrists over their heads and drag the lights back and forth.


‘What d’you think I can do for you?’ Ryan says.


‘I need someone with me on this, and you’re as gifted as you are connected. I know that sounds mad cheeky, so it does, but the time for diplomacy passed weeks ago. And honestly, I would have asked you to play a few sets even if the other lad hadn’t fucked off to Canada. If I’d have seen you at all in the last few weeks I’d have been bending your ear about it.’


‘Did you ever hear of a Credit Union, Colm?’


‘Listen, everything happens for a reason,’ says Colm. ‘I think this was always how it was supposed to go. I’m not looking for a loan; I’m looking for accomplices.’


‘You’re looking for an introduction,’ Ryan says.


They watch Dan charm his little audience.


‘Aye, well, no flies on you,’ Colm says.


One of Dan’s girls breaks rank and settles onto one of the balcony’s leather couches, and in this brief disorder Ryan re-enters; he stands beside Dan, he leans in to him, he says, ‘McArdle’s got something he wants to run by you,’ and though they cannot hear these words, the girls – tipsy and effervescent – seem interested in the dynamic.


Colm’s is a short pitch. Ryan does not hear the details. Even after the talk of gifts and genius, the pitch is not his concern. Dan will be interested, or he will not; he will ask for Ryan’s opinion, or he will not.


Now he feels it at the back of his head. The pills are coming up on him.


Colm is counting something on his fingers for Dan and Dan is nodding along.


Ryan blinks. He feels his lashes lift from his skin. His throat relaxes. His pupils flood. The euphoria surges from the floor to his calves, to his thighs, to his groin, his belly, his shoulders. Dan grasps Colm’s shoulder and turns back to the girls. Colm, smiling, whirls a wrist with the music. Ryan chews the notes and forces them down, like they might moor him, like the music might stop him spinning back into the dark. He is alarmed at how quickly he’s coming up. This goes past euphoria; this is a wild loss of perspective and parameter.


‘You’re fucked, are you?’ Colm roars in his ear.


Ryan drags a hand over his mouth and holds on to his jaw.


‘It’s looking good,’ Colm goes on. ‘The thing with Dan, I mean. Though whatever’s done this to you is looking good too, just saying.’


‘I’m going out for a fag,’ Ryan says.


‘Aye, I’ll go with you,’ Colm says, and apparently does; Ryan has lost the capacity to notice. He finds himself out on the smoking area, fighting the flame of his lighter; he finds a girl rubbing his back; he finds himself being told by a bouncer to get himself some water; he finds himself convinced he is going to die; he is impressionable and defenceless; he is concerned only with the shapelessness of this experience. ‘Dan was looking for you,’ Colm says, at some point; the dance floor is clearing; there are people fetching their trodden coats. Ryan is holding a bottle of beer then, in a corner booth with all of the lights on. ‘There better be a party now,’ Rachel is saying; Ryan’s hand is in hers, on her lap. A taxi spin, during which Ryan closes his eyes and Rachel puts her head on his chest; he cannot mind; his body doesn’t feel like his own. A party, then, or some bleak gathering. Ryan has never been so lost.


‘I don’t know what I’m doing wrong,’ Rachel says.


‘What?’ he says.


They are in a bathroom, standing very close. Ryan moves her hand away and does his jeans back up. ‘Fuck,’ he says, and looks into the mirror over the sink and it seems everything is outlined in the thinnest silver strip. ‘We could just go to my house,’ Rachel says.


‘I need to go,’ Ryan tells her.


‘OK, let me just get my coat.’


He does not wait for her. He walks, holding his jaw and rubbing the palm of his other hand over his thigh.


He comes to the footbridge at the end of Bachelor’s Quay, where the river twists to take its final run through the heart of a sodden city, still fading in and out of reality, as if the air is thin here and he can move between a Cork in which he must deal with camorristi and drug routes, and no Cork, no Cork at all.


He climbs onto the steel parapet of the footbridge. He creeps out to the halfway point and stands with his toes poking out over the swollen December water. Behind him there’s the night, empty buildings and gutted townhouses and the hush of those dreaming and dead drunk. In front of him, the lights of the hub, far enough away that if anyone was up and wandering they wouldn’t see him, a shadow on the steel.


And bad enough he’s here. Bad enough the gloom that bested him at the October bank holiday weekend endured through the winter, through his girlfriend’s placation, through cannabis smoke and his own lost patience. Bad enough to be taken by surprise by his own product. But now he’s singing, like a lad who had something to sing about.


Aimless mash-ups: Patrick Wolf, Sam Cooke, Murder by Death, Joe Goddard. His mind is wandering like his centre of gravity. If I fall, he thinks, I’ll end up very wet.


Or very dead, and it’s the either-or that stalls him. He can swim like a fish and if he falls in and does the clockwork front crawl out again, all he’ll get is a sopping walk home, coming-down-slash-coming-down-with-pneumonia. He doesn’t feel like swimming. He feels like creeping out of his skin, casting off his past; they’ll find him propped against the parapet in the morning, peaceful, papery-thin, and go, ‘Ah, poor Ryan. But wasn’t he always losing bits of himself?’


The air has teeth and his feet are numb. He makes fists and tucks them into the sleeves of his jacket. He is singing. Under his breath or at the top of his lungs; he doesn’t know.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’


Ryan turns his head. There’s someone behind him, and she is not made out of whiskey and chemicals, nor does she look as if she’s come through where the air is thin. He thinks he might ask her to prove it, but his tongue sticks to the roof of his mouth and in sliding his jaw to free it he loses his balance and there’s a moment where the steel shakes and his stomach flies up his gullet and then he falls flat on his back on the bridge, hitting his head and sending the night sky spinning.


She stands over him and frowns.


He sits up so fast against the parapet he bangs his head again and she sighs and repeats,
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