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Because we all have been for all time: I, and thou, and those kings of men. And we all shall be for all time, we all for ever and ever.


– The Bhagavad Gita


I do not know which of us has written this page.


– J.L. Borges, ‘Borges and I’






Prologue


The Last Interview





To start with, let’s go back, if not to the very beginning, to a beginning. I’ve been reading some of your press interviews from the period when you were just commencing what would become the phenomenally prolific – and successful – Ren Duka novel cycle. It strikes me that words like ‘transition’, ‘transformation’, and ‘chrysalis’ peppered your contemporary reflections on where you were in your work and your life. What did those words mean to you then, and what do they mean to you now? 1


Well, I began writing the Duka novels, as you know, shortly before I turned forty. That’s a landmark age, perhaps the landmark age, for a man at least. Turning forty clearly heralded the onset of a new, perhaps disquieting phase of life. On the other hand, the notion of the midlife crisis had always seemed laughable to me, for the simple reason that there’d hardly been a minute in my life when I wasn’t in a state of crisis. What could middle-age inflict on me that youth hadn’t already inflicted? Of course, this was a spectacular delusion. As the middle of life as traditionally conceived drew near, I began to see that there is an inevitably brutal transition that must be endured. I knew I was in for a rough time of it, and I knew too that it was a question of mutate, evolve, grow or face annihilation. The stakes suddenly seemed perilously high. The publication of the first Ren Duka novel was my response to the emergency.


Bearing all of that in mind, I want to ask you about a subject which may or may not be delicate for you.


No subject is especially delicate. Ask away.


Well, what I want to ask you about is your productivity, this explosion of energy that went off when you began writing the Ren Duka novels and you became so remarkably prolific.


Why would that be a delicate question?


Because it suggests a related question, concerning stimulants, your narcotic intake. Some have suggested that your suddenly accelerated rate of production was linked to that.


I see. Well, sorry to demystify, but the fact is, the commencement of the Ren Duka cycle coincided precisely with my decision to quit recreational drugs, rather than take more of them, if that’s what you mean to imply by your question. The secret to my profuseness in creating the Ren Duka cycle is no secret at all, and in fact it is psychopharmacological or whatever the word is: caffeine. Balzac, who was significantly more productive than me, a real writing machine, is famously said to have drunk fifty cups of coffee a day. He’s the kind of writer I used to hate, the kind who just kept flooding the world with his pages and never paused to consider that sometimes silence might be both noble and golden. Funny how things change. Ren Duka made me a whore.


It’s curious that Ren Duka’s Seen a Few Things, the novel that began it all, concerned the ordeal of a young, drug-dealing poet.


I wrote that novel as I was in the process of leaving that life behind, in part to make sense of the feelings of self-recrimination I was going through with regard to my various self-destructive habits – but also more generally as a decadent Westerner, a hedonist in a burning world. If we can be Kierkegaardian about it, I was trying to transition out of the aesthetic stage of life …


Into the ethical stage.


Yes. Though actually it’s misleading to say I was renouncing an aesthetic attitude to life. I’ve never really understood Kierkegaard, truth be told.


But all of this loops back to the question of midlife. I decided I would absolutely not permit myself to become one of those dismal males who grow inflexibly sad when they’re past forty because they can’t properly mourn and move beyond an earlier – and, in certain key regards, better – phase of life. My extremist method of ensuring I wouldn’t succumb to such a defeatist attitude was to pare my life back, rid it of the last vestiges of enjoyment in anything other than work, which is the one thing that’s always made me happy. I mean, what else was there? Chase around after younger women and get high all the time? Don’t get me wrong, I’d probably have been up for that if it was remotely feasible, but I could feel the walls closing in. So I decided I would create a new character, Duka, who was both me and not me, and through him I would make myself into a beast of incessant writing, a true meaning-wallah. And for a decade now that’s what I’ve been. Others might have turned their thoughts to having children, but it’s both ridiculous and true to say – as I had myself say in Ren Duka’s Extinction – that Ren Duka is my child. He’s my survival, my surrogate self.


And yet, the unforeseen popularity of the Duka novels certainly brought about whole new crises, even catastrophes, in your personal life. Critical studies have begun to appear that explore these very connections. With this in mind, I’d like you to tell me about the first Duka novel, and in particular about the interplay between your life and that of your creation, beginning when that novel was published. Tell me about Ren Duka, Paulie Sheehan, the film adaptation, the scandals, all of it.


Okay. I think we’ll be on firmer ground there. Well then, let’s see …





1 Interview by Li Wei, published in the South China Morning Post, August 2032






1. Conception





Ren Duka’s Seen a Few Things (December 2023)


And so it was that, as he was approaching the milestone of his fortieth birthday, the author who would become known to the world as the creator of the Ren Duka cycle took stock of his life so far. Measuring the books he had written against those he still hoped to write, he conceived of a fresh means of attack, a whole new raid on the temple. While he could not have known it then, the project whose outlines he began to discern would consume his creative energies for a furiously productive decade – and totally upend his life.


‘I felt like Zarathustra coming down from the mountain,’ the author would later say of this decisive phase, in which the invention of a new on-page persona catalysed the process by which literature and life bled inextricably into one. Eschewing the stylistic rigour of his previous work, the reborn author of Ren Duka’s Seen a Few Things adopted a freewheeling narrative rhythm that was at once intimate and expansive, playful and cryptic, timeless and contemporary.


The inaugural Ren Duka novel begins in a loosely anecdotal mode before morphing into something darker. Ren Duka, a writer living in his native Dublin after long years of wandering, announces that he is going to tell in full the story of his life – to describe the titular few things he has seen. However, like Tristram Shandy, he never quite gets to the point. A ship on the horizon, a robin alighting on the terrace next to him, or some feature of the south Dublin coastline will catch his eye and prompt a digression, with the promised autobiography postponed for several more pages. In never quite managing to tell his own story, Duka collaterally tells an embarrassment of other stories, thus presenting a vivid social topography of contemporary Ireland. Eventually, as if conceding that a pilot episode must have a plot, he alights on a single story – and spends the remainder of Ren Duka’s Seen a Few Things telling it.


For the past half decade, Dublin has been the battleground in a vicious conflict between two rival drug gangs whose power and reach have expanded far beyond the nation’s shores. In a series of flashbacks, Ren Duka recounts how a kid from the house next door to his childhood home, Joey Flynn, grew up to be a lieutenant in one of the warring cartels. As Duka’s literary reputation had begun to rise in his late twenties, Joey Flynn already sat at the high table of a crime empire that spanned Europe, Latin America and the United Arab Emirates. Flynn’s dramatic assassination in 2019 shocked Ireland, made headlines around the world, and instigated the gang war that would deluge the capital with blood and bullets.


Ren Duka chooses not to think too much about his complicity in the carnage by way of the drugs he consumes at book launches, literary festivals and prize ceremonies. ‘People have no idea of the sheer volume of narcotics that circulate in the publishing industry,’ he tells his friend Matt one night while they’re drinking in a pub on Westmoreland Street. ‘In Ireland, the entire machine is virtually run on cocaine.’ Generally Ren is able to suppress his guilt and look the other way – until he meets Paulie Sheehan.


Paulie is a talented internet poet in an age when poets occupy the lowest rung on the cultural ladder. Duka gets to know the younger man at Dublin book events. He likes Paulie, seeing in him an integrity that sets him apart. At the launch of a debut novel about a young feminist obsessed with a rich and cruel man, Paulie tells Ren about his creative struggles. By now he’s had poems placed in several literary journals, but getting a collection published is proving a challenge. ‘And even if that happens,’ Paulie says, ‘it’s not as if it will be the making of me. Just getting by enough to keep writing will always be a dogfight, a lost cause.’


‘Not lost,’ says Ren. ‘Underground. Samizdat. Remember, you write for posterity.’


The next time Ren sees him, Paulie is handing plastic baggies to a trio of novelists in the corridor of a Christmas party at a publishing house in north Dublin. As Ren approaches, the novelists move off in unison towards the bathroom. Shaking Paulie’s hand, Ren grins and says, ‘Don’t tell me you’ve become a drug dealer?’


Paulie shrugs, looking past Ren at some short-story writers dancing to a rap song. ‘I need the money,’ he says. ‘Poetry isn’t paying the bills.’


‘Couldn’t you get an honest job?’ asks Ren, feeling foolish even as the words leave his mouth.


Paulie laughs. ‘Whatever. I just sell a bit of bag at launches, readings, literary festivals. There’s a market there. It’s low risk. I’m not an idiot.’


Later that evening, Ren buys a gram from Paulie and together they inhale some lines in the toilets. ‘Just take care of yourself, Paulie,’ he says, daubing a nostril with a little finger. ‘You weren’t cut out for this lifestyle. Be careful.’


Walking home that night, Ren’s thoughts circle around his young friend. Paulie grew up in the inner city, and, when he was twelve, his mother moved with him and his two sisters to Salthill in County Galway. Although he was well liked at school, good at football and precociously knowledgeable about music and films, Paulie was an introvert who enjoyed staying in his room with a book as much as he did hanging out with the lads on a Friday night. When he was nineteen, he moved back to Dublin to study German and English at Trinity College. It was during his final year that he and Ren Duka met. By that time, Paulie had begun publishing his poems online, building a reputation. Keeping up with his work, Ren was frequently amazed by the creative leaps Paulie made between one published poem and the next.


For several months after the Christmas party, Ren sees nothing of Paulie. He has not been turning up at book events and his social media accounts have gone silent. One evening, Ren attends the launch of the new issue of a literary magazine. He is among the issue’s contributors, with an essay about a cult New York novelist whose work, according to Duka, was as luminous and urgent as her life was violent and depraved. He reads the first few pages to the sizeable crowd of mostly young people. When he finishes, a woman replaces him at the podium to read her poems. Ren weaves through the crowd to refill his wine glass. At the drinks table, a tall, slender, golden-haired woman in her early twenties is sipping a glass of prosecco. She smiles at him in a manner that suggests they have met before. He greets her, then confesses he can’t remember where he knows her from.


‘Oh, we haven’t been introduced yet,’ she says. He can’t place her accent. Is she English? Irish? She comes from wealth – that much is clear. ‘I enjoyed your reading,’ she says. ‘I like your books, you know.’ Then she tells him that they have a friend in common – Paulie Sheehan. He asks her where Paulie has been, admitting he’s been concerned as Paulie hasn’t responded to his DMs. The tall woman watches him for a moment, as if deciding on how much she ought to say. Then she places a hand on Ren’s arm and leads him into an adjacent room where the sound of the ongoing reading is muffled. ‘Easier to talk here,’ she says. Then she tells him about Paulie.


The day after Christmas, Paulie had decided that, if he was diligent, he would be able to shift enough cocaine on New Year’s Eve that he wouldn’t have to worry for a while about the rent: January through to late summer he could devote himself to poetry. A few days before New Year’s, he visited his contact – the guy above him in the supply chain who apportioned the product to the street dealers – at a flat in an inner-city high-rise. There were spotters positioned in the courtyard, on the balconies and at street corners. It was like walking into a fortress, Paulie said.


‘And how do you know all this?’ Ren asks, interrupting the woman’s story.


‘Because he trusts me,’ she replies.


It’s clear to Ren that she and Paulie are lovers. Or perhaps that’s over and they’ve remained friends, which is Paulie’s style. She continues her story. Paulie had asked his supplier for twelve times the volume of cocaine he usually shifted. The guy looked at him for a long time before responding. He told Paulie that that was a serious amount of product, far more than someone of Paulie’s status would usually be trusted with. Paulie was about to give up and leave when suddenly the supplier motioned for one of his subordinates to fetch the cocaine. While they were waiting for him to return, the supplier asked Paulie if he knew what would happen if he fucked up and didn’t pay. Paulie nodded and said yes, he knew. But the guy shook his head and said no, he didn’t know, he really didn’t have a fucking clue.


On New Year’s Eve, Paulie’s plan had started out well. From early afternoon he cycled around the city, delivering cocaine to novelists, editors, short-story writers, and the occasional essayist. By 7 p.m. he had already sold more than he usually did in a fortnight. He knew that as midnight approached, the requests would accelerate, the city reaching a frenzy of appetite. He was living in a studio flat on Gardiner Street in the north inner city. Ren had visited him there once. It was the archetypal poet’s dwelling: a spartan room strewn with books, wine glasses and rolling tobacco, Paulie’s notebooks lying open on a lamplit desk. Each time Paulie made a delivery he left the bulk of the cocaine concealed inside a defunct toaster, carrying only enough to supply the next two or three customers. Around nine o’clock, after dropping off deliveries to Stoneybatter and Phibsborough, he returned to his flat to pick up the next batch. When he prised open the toaster, the stash was gone. For half an hour he pulled apart the tiny flat, overturning everything in the desperate hope that he had somehow misplaced the huge quantity of cocaine. When he got his wits together, he accepted he had been swindled. He packed a knapsack with some clothes and belongings. Then he took a coach – one of the last buses leaving the city on New Year’s Eve – from Busáras station north to Drogheda. He told no one he was leaving Dublin. That night and for the two that followed he stayed with an old college friend. From Drogheda he texted his supplier, explaining what had happened and assuring him that he would pay in full very soon (he had no idea how this might happen). The supplier called him back immediately. The situation was made clear: Paulie owed twenty-two thousand euro, and if he didn’t pay up within two weeks, the interest would quickly accumulate. As it did, very bad things would begin happening. ‘Where are you?’ his supplier asked. Paulie hung up.


By this point in the woman’s story, the final reading from the magazine launch is in progress. She and Ren are quiet for a moment, listening to the muted voice. Suddenly she says, ‘Paulie did the only thing he could do: he went on the run and stayed out there.’ Meanwhile, he has been pursuing every possible means of rustling up the money. He doesn’t know who ripped him off. All that matters, she says, is that Paulie pays the gangsters back, then cuts his ties for ever with the drugs trade. Thankfully, none of his family are in Dublin (one sister is in London, the other is in Galway with his mother), so they are not in immediate danger. Paulie told the woman not to talk about him to anyone. Their relationship was still new – Ren had guessed correctly – and still offline enough that his pursuers wouldn’t know about her.


‘If he told you to keep quiet, then why are you talking to me?’ Ren asks.


She looks at him for a moment. ‘Because he trusts you,’ she says. ‘Because he asked me to. And because he hopes you’ll do something for him.’


Ren is about to protest that he doesn’t have that kind of money to spare – he’d spent his most recent advance before the novel even appeared on bookshop shelves. As if reading his mind, she tells him it’s not what he thinks. Paulie’s months on the run, she explains, coincided with what she describes as a ‘volcanic eruption’ of his poetic talent. While laying low and moving between Airbnbs and friends’ couches in Louth and Galway, Paulie was amazed to find himself writing like never before: a new poem every day, or else more lines in an epic poem of urban squalor and transcendence that would become the cornerstone of the collection that emerged from this terrible period. ‘The poems are … Well, they’re brilliant,’ she says.


Ren watches her closely. ‘You’re in love with him, aren’t you?’ he says. She meets his gaze and replies with calm assurance that yes, she is, but that hasn’t clouded her judgement.


‘So what does he want from me?’ asks Ren.


‘He just wants you to read them.’


‘That’s all?’


‘That’s all. And, well, if you like them, perhaps you could write a few words of endorsement.’ She reaches into her handbag and produces a sheaf of printed sheets in a binder clip. As she hands it to him, he reads the title page:


These Last Days Keep Dragging On
Poems by Paulie Sheehan
Uncorrected Draft


‘He says it’s important that I give you a hard copy,’ she tells him. Ren smiles – he and Paulie had bonded over their belief that it’s an insult to send someone a book in PDF form. A wave of affection for the young poet passes through him. ‘My email is on the back,’ says the woman. Only when he glances at it does Ren learn her name: Scarlett. ‘If you like the poems, you can send any words of support there. If not, naturally he won’t hold it against you.’ Ren nods and gets ready to leave – he’s not in the mood for the gossipy hobnobbing that will follow the readings. ‘One more thing,’ Scarlett says. ‘He’s publishing the collection soon. He’s already signed a contract. With things as they stand, he won’t be able to do so under his own name. His publishers know his situation is … delicate, and they’re willing to publish him under a pseudonym.’ Ren assures her that he understands.


As soon as he gets home, he pours a large glass of Brouilly and begins reading the poems. The epigraph is taken from the film Sicario – Ren recalls the lines being spoken to Emily Blunt by Benicio Del Toro’s enigmatic assassin in the final scene:


You should move to a small town, somewhere the rule of law still exists. You will not survive here. You are not a wolf, and this is a land of wolves now.


A few pages in, he realises that everything Scarlett told him was true. The poems are exquisite. He already knew that Paulie was talented – but this is work of a whole different order of magnitude. He finishes the collection then immediately turns back to the start and reads it again, enthralled by the abundant felicities of rhythm, the subtle gradations of tone, the almost scandalous assurance of metaphor. When he finishes reading it a second time, he crafts a paragraph of ardent praise. After polishing the endorsement for twenty minutes, he emails it to the address on the back of the printout. As he finally lies down to sleep, he tells himself that a master has emerged in their midst. Images swirl in the hypnogogic montage: Paulie on the run across Ireland; inner-city gangsters with golden crucifixes and inscrutable tattoos; books of poetry written in blood.


Two and a half months pass. Ren reviews a couple of books, begins and abandons a novel, gets into a particularly nasty online spat. He hears nothing about Paulie Sheehan. After thanking Ren for endorsing the book, Scarlett had gone quiet. Then Ren receives an email from a publisher inviting him to the launch of a debut collection of poems by one J.T. Fearey. He does not need to read his own quote (which is included along with praise from two other writers) to realise what this is. He sends a brief reply saying he’ll be delighted to attend.


The launch takes place in the same Georgian building on Parnell Square where Ren had learned of Paulie’s troubles. He arrives early and is heartened to find that a good crowd has turned out. As he picks up a glass of red wine, he registers a buzz in the air unusual for this type of gathering. Everyone here knows the score, he thinks. At that moment, he sees Paulie across the room, smiling politely as he listens to two young women. Paulie waves when he sees Ren. Excusing himself from the two women, he greets his friend with a warm embrace. Ren has to check himself while praising Paulie’s book lest he embarrasses his friend. Paulie thanks him graciously, ever the soft-spoken gentleman. Then, in a quieter voice, Ren asks him how things are going. Paulie sighs, peers into his glass of sparkling water, and says it’s been a difficult time – but things are looking up. He has managed to gather most of the money with the help of his sisters and brother-in-law. ‘In a week’s time I’ll be able to pay off the gangsters and be done with that world for ever.’


‘That’s good,’ says Ren. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t done more.’


Paulie waves away his apology. ‘In a strange way, I regret nothing, apart from the burden on my family. I couldn’t have written like this if my life wasn’t in danger. I can’t explain that, but it’s the truth.’


The crowd is summoned to attention. At the podium, Paulie’s editor, a woman in her fifties in a dramatic emerald-green dress, surveys the room. She thanks them all for coming, then declares that in thirty years in publishing she has never come across a debut collection of poems as impressive as that of Paulie Sheehan – she uses his real name. In her impassioned speech she alludes to the unusual circumstances of the book’s publication and insists that literature should always make a stand against ‘brute force, intimidation, cruelty, and tyranny in all its forms’. She then welcomes Paulie to the podium. A hush falls on the crowd as he takes her place. Adjusting the microphone, Paulie again thanks everyone for coming and apologises for the air of secrecy surrounding the event. He makes a joking reference to Ol’ Dirty Bastard’s legendary appearance onstage with the Wu Tang Clan in New York while he was on the run from the law. Then he reads several of his poems. During the first poem, Ren spots Scarlett across the room, a head taller than everyone around her. Noticing him, she grins and waves. Ren decides that when the reading is over he will invite Scarlett and Paulie for dinner at his place later in the week.


In the hubbub that follows the reading, however, Ren is drawn into conversation with an editor and an intern. When he extricates himself, he can locate neither Paulie nor Scarlett. An acquaintance confirms what he has surmised: the couple left the building as soon as the reading ended.


In a gentler world, Ren Duka’s Seen a Few Things might have ended there. But life is brutal, and thirty pages remain. Ren hangs around the launch talking to friends and rivals. Returning home after midnight, he goes to bed guilty at having compromised the next day’s work by drinking too much free wine. His sleep is hot and fitful. He dreams that Scarlett is calling to him from the end of a dark, narrow corridor. Waking just after 7 a.m., he looks at his phone and sees three missed calls and more than thirty messages. Instantly he knows that something is terribly wrong. All the messages are from friends who attended the launch. Two of the calls are from Scarlett, at 3:02 and 3:15 a.m. The other is from an unknown number, at 4:01. By mid-morning he has established the basic facts – the rest is filled in over the days that follow. When Paulie and Scarlett left the building on Parnell Square after ordering a taxi, two men emerged from the shadows at the foot of the steps. One of them punched Paulie in the gut. When Scarlett screamed, the second man punched her in the face, breaking her nose. When she fell to the ground, her attacker stepped forward and kicked her in the ribs. The men forced Paulie into the back of a white van, which immediately screeched off into the north inner city. They drove around for several hours. Perhaps they drove to the Dublin mountains, or through deserted industrial estates at the edge of town. After taping Paulie’s mouth shut and binding his hands behind his back, his abductors showed him photographs of his sister in Galway. ‘We’re being nice to you, Paulie,’ one of them said. ‘It’s better you’re dead before you hear what we do with her.’


The other one joined in: ‘She’s a fucking ride. How come you’re so ugly?’ The two men barked insults at him, and whenever he tried to speak they punched him in the head. Spluttering through blood and broken teeth, he told them that he had the money, he was going to pay it in a few days.


‘You fucking liar,’ one them said. ‘You’re lucky we didn’t drag that lanky slut in here too. She’s way out of your league, pal.’ The same man held up a Stanley knife and gripped Paulie by the scalp. ‘We’re taking your bollocks, Paulie,’ he said. ‘Do you reckon that skinny blonde cunt will still want you when you can’t ride her? I’m going to feed your cock to me German Shepherd.’


Paulie’s muffled screams filled the windowless metal cabin. The man with the knife held up a chunk of pink bloody flesh: ‘There you are Paulie.’ Small mercies: it was not his genitals they had removed, but a piece of his ear. ‘This is your one and final warning. Next time it’s your cock we’ll be taking, and we’ll be paying your sister a visit too.’ They dumped him on the side of the road in a business park in City West, his hands still bound. After some time – it could have been minutes or hours – he came to, pulled his phone from his pocket, and managed to call for an ambulance.


Over the days that follow, Ren Duka and his friends keep in close contact, sharing updates on a dedicated WhatsApp group. Paulie is in an emergency ward at Cherry Orchard Hospital. The Guards visit him for a statement: he tells them he remembers nothing, has no idea who did this or why. After three nights he is released. His face is badly scarred, his mutilated ear bandaged over. Scarlett sends a message to his friends on his behalf: Paulie wants them to know that the worst is over and not to be alarmed if they don’t hear from him for a while. By the end of the week, Paulie arranges to meet with a representative of his creditor at a Burger King in a suburban shopping centre. Sitting at a table surrounded by other diners and in clear view of a CCTV camera, he hands over in full the money owed, stacked inside an envelope. Without sitting down, the collector counts the bills as an associate looks on. Then he puts the money in an inside coat pocket and tells Paulie that their business is settled. ‘That’s it now. You won’t be hearing from us again.’


‘What about my family?’ Paulie asks.


‘I said it’s settled,’ the collector repeats. ‘You don’t owe us anything. Your family are of no interest to us now.’


The final pages of Ren Duka’s Seen a Few Things are a statement of defiance and celebration. Ren Duka envisions a possible future life for Paulie Sheehan – free of violence and devoted to poetry, travel and friendship. In the closing paragraph, he honours his young friend’s dignity and courage. ‘Nobody reads poetry any more,’ Duka concludes, ‘which only proves that those who consecrate their lives to it are the last warriors, the carriers of the flame. Pasolini wrote that the mark of the true writer is that they place their bodies in peril to achieve their work. By this measure, Paulie Sheehan is the great Irish writer of our times.’





Ren Duka Bets on the Horses – US title: Duka is Back (May 2024)


Nobody – not the author, nor his editor or critics – foresaw the huge commercial success of Ren Duka’s Seen a Few Things. Overlooked by the year’s prize lists, it gained rapid online and word-of-mouth traction, first in Ireland and the UK, then everywhere. The author surprised those around him by appearing to take in his stride the overnight leap to bestselling ubiquity. Later, looking back on this vertiginous ascent, he told an interviewer for Le Monde, ‘I was forty years old. By that age I’d seen so much, had so many ups and downs, been through every sort of abject crisis and personal upheaval. Sudden fame couldn’t derail me the way it might have done ten years earlier. I didn’t accord it any great respect. I did appreciate the new financial freedom, even if it hardly changed how I lived. I went to the same pubs, hung out with the same friends. What I mean to say is, when all that stuff happened – fame, riches – I regarded it as not really happening to me, any more than a film you watch, even a gripping one, happens to you.’


In her memoir Selling Ren Duka, the author’s agent Laura del Valle recalled: ‘For a while it was silly season. He went to bed one night with social media followers in the low thousands, where they’d plateaued years earlier, and woke up with six-figure counts across all platforms. Many have wondered why such an unlikely novel became a mega-bestseller, but to me there’s no mystery. It was the TikTok kids.’ A minor industry of profiles and think-pieces roared into life. ‘It was like a presidential campaign,’ wrote del Valle. ‘All the envy and resentment came out alongside the adulation. Enemies emerged from the woodwork. There were scandals, stories, unearthed tweets – the kind of thing that might have killed other careers. But they were all swallowed up in the supernova of that first book’s success. It became somehow impersonal, a chain reaction, a phenomenon that both he and I felt no longer had much to do with him and everything to do with an archetype or projection, a fluke of the zeitgeist, for which he was the figurehead. Crucially, the media circus never prevented him from writing.’


For the first time in a career that had previously unfolded to a relaxed rhythm, the author was subject to intense pressure to produce his next book. Intoxicated by spiralling profits, his publishers – like his readers – wanted more of the same. Whether cynically or in harmony with his artistic instincts, he gave it to them. The second Ren Duka novel is almost provocatively unassuming, a work that intrigues through its very mundanity. In Ren Duka Bets on the Horses, a newly famous Ren Duka weans himself off the platformer video games on which he has been frittering away his time and takes up an alternative habit: going to the bookies. He spends his afternoons hanging out with the gruff old-timers, labourers and taxi-drivers who frequent Superb Bookmakers in the Liberties area of Dublin’s south inner city. Initially they treat him warily for his habit of dropping lengthy quotations in French (La Rochefoucauld, Chamfort, Joseph de Maistre), but Ren’s way with a dirty joke soon wins them round. In what would become a hallmark of the Duka novels, there is little in the way of plotting, but very much in the way of yarning. The most celebrated passages are Ren Duka’s comically precise, deadpan accounts of the horse races themselves. He narrates these contests with the precision and solemnity of an old monk chanting his prayers, his gaze roving around Superb Bookmakers to register the facial expressions, muttered curses, and gasps of the men watching the races alongside him. These racing passages have been compared to the Nouveau Roman as practised by the likes of Alain Robbe-Grillet, and to the hypnotic, mystically fervent music of John Coltrane at his most uncompromising. While detractors have objected to the novel’s inverse class snobbery – proletarian subjects are glibly glorified or treated with cloying sentimentalism – readers who had enjoyed the first Duka novel were no less enthusiastic.


While insults or praise from regular readers tend neither to greatly sting nor elate, those of a writer’s peers can rankle for a lifetime. Among the author’s chief rivals was Kevin Mulvaney, whose debut novel Sex Tape had been published in the same year as his own. Sex Tape was a sizeable critical and popular success, but as the years passed Mulvaney had failed to follow up with a second book. During that period, Mulvaney was heard to insinuate that his rival’s then modest sales indicated a deficient instinct for the passions of everyday people. Now that the first two Ren Duka titles had blown up beyond all expectations, Mulvaney was putting it about (sometimes in late-night posts deleted by morning) that his rival’s outsized success was proof of his work’s lowest-common-denominator populism. With consummate vengefulness, Mulvaney wrote a widely shared article wherein he eviscerated ‘the new populists’ who wrote not for the individual reader, but for the globalised masses of a homogenous late capitalism. In a precision strike that his wounded target might even have admired, Mulvaney quoted the author’s beloved Schopenhauer: ‘He who writes for fools always finds a large public.’





Ren Duka’s Blues – US title: Duka Rides Again (September 2024)


There are those, Sigmund Freud observed, who are wrecked by success. For a time, it seemed as if the author’s initial nonchalance around his sudden global celebrity was a false dawn. At least, that is the impression that arises from the third Ren Duka novel, published just nine months after the first. With his writing career gone stratospheric and the rest of his life coming along well too, Ren Duka sinks into an inexplicable desolation. Asking himself what it has all meant, and whether he has failed ‘if not as a writer, then as a man’, he takes a journey into his past via a series of encounters with former lovers and estranged friends whom he tracks down online. Over drinks, meals, or long walks along Dublin’s canals and streets, he questions them about the Ren Duka they knew. It is as if he is trying to reconstruct a self he no longer recognises, or perhaps mis-recognised all along. After a string of increasingly intimate, late-night DM chats, he rekindles a relationship with an early girlfriend, Hannah Pelling, a lawyer in London who is now engaged to another man. The pair travel for a fortnight to Norway. On the flight to Oslo, Ren is overcome by dread. He realises he never even wanted to travel to Norway with Hannah, and if he had any sense he would fly directly home on arrival. And yet, as in an awful dream in which the dreamer marches towards a precipice, he obeys a will external to his own. Gloomily the couple explore the fjords and archipelagos near Bergen. They sleep in wooden cabins and wake under coastal skies of unblemished blue. Night after night they make love with demonic intensity, as if attempting to obliterate themselves with pleasure. Here, Ren Duka’s Blues takes on the qualities of surreal, hallucinant pornography. ‘I fuck life, I fuck death,’ Ren gasps while penetrating his lover atop a mossy rock by a secluded cove.


‘Come in me’, Hannah cries. ‘Give me all of it – the tongue of the serpent.’ As they orgasm together, black ravens circle in the sky, spiralling above the couple’s fused bodies in the contours of a vortex.


When they return to their respective lives – Ren in Dublin, Hannah in London – she learns that she is pregnant. After three tense phone calls – and a threatening email to Ren from Hannah’s fiancé, a trader in the City – she decides to have an abortion. Ren’s depression, which had briefly lifted following his return from Norway, returns with redoubled ferocity. He moves to a drab town in the Irish midlands, where he lives alone in a rented room. He sleeps late every day and spends his afternoons watching TV (sometimes he doesn’t even bother turning it on). His thoughts circle endlessly around the prospect of suicide.


Months pass, then years. Having vanished from public life, Ren sometimes reads articles about himself online: ‘What Happened to Beloved Storyteller Ren Duka?’ (New York Times); ‘Has Ren Duka Found God (and is that Why We Don’t Hear from Him These Days)?’ (Vogue); ‘What the Silence of Ren Duka Tells Us About Modern Celebrity’ (Financial Times). He consistently marvels at the factual inaccuracies they get away with printing, before chucking his phone onto a pile of clothes and going out to wander in the woods.


The truth is more mundane than the articles suggest. After a period of trial and error, Ren has settled on a course of medication that defangs his worst depressions – at the cost of piling on weight and nullifying his libido. Too vain to be seen looking bloated in public, he has abandoned the literary world and become a recluse (and a celibate). However, he hasn’t stopped writing. Calculating that a pause will only whet his readership’s appetite, Duka has held back publication of his new novel – the one we are reading – which covers his ‘woodland hermitude amid the morning dewdrops, the song of the egret and the curlew, the poplar and the oak, the brook and the vale’. The long, contemplative passages of Ren Duka’s Blues drew comparisons to Thoreau, Whitman, Kerouac and Dillard. As a scalding account of depression and social withdrawal softens into a paean to the forests and mountains of County Cavan, the customary, slapdash style gives way to a precise yet lyrical naturalist’s taxonomy. By the novel’s end, Ren Duka has quit the meds, left his woodland shack, and returned to urban life with its intrigues and temptations.
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