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Cork City made its own music. Amid its hearts beating, its throats noising, its port sounds and traffic and footfall, it might have been difficult to isolate the sounds of one man’s ambition, only that his foot fell heavier now, by God he’d filled out a bit. The problem was that he heard the music that his city made and had a bone to pick with it. Maybe it would have been wise to have kept him away. But that was the way of things, and this was only the start of it.


The name of this soloist was Ryan Cusack. He had black hair, brown eyes, tragus piercings, five siblings, three fillings, two passports and a dead mother. He was coming up on twenty-four years of age. He was Karine D’Arcy’s ex-boyfriend, best friend, biggest problem, childhood sweetheart. He was the bane or the love of her life and the father of her two-and-a-half-year-old son, Diarmaid. He made the breath catch in her throat. He made her want to kick holes in doors. He was on the screen of her phone, bare-chested, bleary-eyed, maybe a small bit bombed, over nine thousand kilometres away. 


 ‘Ah, D’Arcy,’ he said. ‘Did I wake you?’


‘You did,’ Karine said. She lay on her bed and held her phone in front of her face. ‘But it’s not your fault, because it’s way too early for me to be panned out on the couch. What time is it there?’


‘It’s half six and it’s Sunday morning.’


‘You look stoned, boy.’


‘Jesus, I wish. Naw, girl. Soju.’


He passed his phone to his left hand. There was light from a lamp behind him, to his right. He was sitting on his bed. He was alone, or he seemed to be alone. For eighteen months Karine had seen him only on screens and for three years she had not been his girlfriend, and despite their history, their son and the games they played with one another by custom she supposed she had no right to pry.


‘Have you been out all night?’ she asked.


‘What? I’m home early.’


‘Dylan’s here.’


‘Oh, God forbid I’d eat into his evening. Poor Dylan. Poor ould dote. Where is he?’


‘He’s in the sitting room.’


‘And where are you?’


‘In my bedroom.’


‘Are you dressed?’


‘Ah, cheek of you!’


He laughed and leaned back and she glimpsed the ink wash tattoo that had been started in Cork with a dragon across his shoulders and down his spine. In his time away he had added to it. Now the dragon flew in a sky of black cirrus that wound into whorls and delicate lines down his right arm to his wrist, and came down the right side of his torso too, in tendrils that stretched to his hip and on to his belly. There was a cloud-obscured moon on the side of his ribcage. She had seen the expanded tattoo only in photographs and on FaceTime and had expressed mild disapproval, feeling distant from him in an unexpected way. She hadn’t told him that. She had said instead, ‘Why anyone would put themselves through that I just don’t know.’


‘Mi perdoni,’ he said now. ‘Old habits.’ The phone moved so that she could no longer see the design on his arm. ‘Is my baby in bed?’ he asked.


‘For the last couple of hours.’


Ryan lay down. He held the phone over his face and his other arm over the top of his head. There was a dreamy quality to the line then: ‘C’mere, I’m coming home.’


‘When? Like, just for a visit, or . . .?’


‘We’re gonna record an album,’ he said. ‘This time we do it in the same country.’


‘People would say it’s about time.’


‘Are you saying it’s about time?’


Karine looked at the corner of her screen and her own image there, a duplicate of what he could see of her. She brought her left thumb to her lips. ‘Diarmaid will be remembering things from now on. Or knowing that it’s not right for his dad to be so far away. So it’s about time. And in terms of the band.’


‘I need to be with Diarmaid,’ he said. ‘Lord Urchin, take or leave. That’ll either be brilliant or a fucking disaster.’


‘Maybe Cork misses the racket you make.’


‘I sincerely doubt that, girl.’


‘How soon?’


‘Ah, a month or two yet. We have to raise the sponds. Book work holidays, book the studio . . . write the fucking thing.’


‘Joseph never said.’


‘We only decided today. Yesterday. Jesus, I don’t know when I am, looking at you.’


‘That’s soju for you,’ she said.


According to her friends, Karine D’Arcy should have thought of herself as a soloist as well. They took the actions of her ex-boyfriend as insult on injury. They said that she should feel independent, architect of her own destiny, or doom, if it came to it. But Karine had always considered herself one in a system. One daughter of three, one dancer of a crew, one friend of a squad. Something to someone. There was little she could do about the fact that she was defined by a man’s absence. She was the mother of a boy whose father lived varying great distances away. She looked like she’d been abandoned. She was compelled to remind people that she was complicit in that abandonment, that Ryan worked abroad because he’d been given permission to work abroad. There was never a bad word said in front of Diarmaid because she wanted Diarmaid to be sure he had a father who loved him; he wasn’t sired by a fella who’d turn up only on birthdays and Christmas Eve, and there were plenty of them around.


After the call with Ryan she sat a few minutes in her bedroom. Her boyfriend, Dylan Moloney, was drinking beer in her parents’ living room and watching the end of a horror film, waiting on her to define herself by attachment to him.


Karine thought of the whorls tattooed on Ryan’s arm and the skimming clouds on his side. She thought of a lean, dark dragon parting cirrus waves, breaking into the lower atmosphere and laying waste to everything beneath him. She thought of Cork in flames and she could hardly fill her lungs. She felt her dancer’s body underneath the one motherhood had given her. And she could have picked out the notes, just then. She could have written it, the piece that was about to play.


 


It was said that Ireland was reinventing herself, as if this was some rare event and the country wasn’t in a constant state of dithering. Postcolonial, post-Catholic, post-Tiger, post-Brexit, junctures tracked by little ould invigilators peering out windows with net curtains bunched in their fists, and every new collapse portending a new wave of Notions. It was said that Ireland always knew what she was, even if she didn’t stick with it for long. But how could she? What was she at, legalising same-sex marriage and revolting over women’s healthcare and céad míle fáilte and fuck off back to where you came from and divide et impera and bishops on the school board and wanting everything and claiming to have fuck-all?


It was 2019 and a funny time to be Irish. At no time in Ireland’s history was it not a funny time to be Irish.


 


A little ould invigilator now sat at a wooden counter in a third-floor apartment in Cork city centre. She was not altogether welcome here but she was altogether comfortable; she was comfortable in most settings, because a couple of decades before she had decided she might as well be. She was little by anyone’s standards: she was five foot three and comprised mostly of cardigans. She was ould by her own insistence. She was sixty-eight and held no truck with the idea that antiquity was delayed by good diet and modern medicine, because youth meant contributing and conforming, youth was a pain in the arse, and therefore youth would not be conferred on her at her age. Her name was Maureen Phelan, or Mo Looney on occasion. She was in great nick and wasn’t keen on people knowing it.


The apartment belonged to her only son, who’d been put in her by Dominic Looney, a man she hadn’t seen since the middle of July, 1969. She’d named the child James; he had gone with Jimmy. He had been raised on the northside of Cork by his grandparents while his hussy of a mother did her penance working office jobs in London and speaking disrespectfully to brickies who made overtures in the Irish clubs. He had come down with an awful dose of chivalry nine years previous, and had insisted on her coming home to Cork to rejoice in her dotage under his watchful eye. He had put her up in a series of fancy flats. He had arranged days out with her two grandchildren. He had heartily buffed the gouges she’d cut into his city. He would be fifty in less than a year. For a while it hadn’t looked like he would make that milestone.


His eyebrows and eyelashes had come back, thank Jesus, but he’d gone awful skinny and shook.


He put a cup of tea in front of her and turned to finish making his own. He looked as if he’d just gotten out of bed – bags under his eyes, slightly slack-jawed, shuffling – though surely he was up hours.


‘Five of them,’ she told him. ‘Four fellas and a girl. Now, it wouldn’t be my kind of music but he has a lovely voice, Jimmy.’


Her son sourly said, ‘Plenty times I heard that little fucker singing, plenty different tunes and not one of them stirring.’


‘Oh, don’t be such an old goat. The lad has a gift, will you let him make use of it?’


‘But that’s it, girl. I don’t remember him asking me.’


‘I wonder sometimes if it isn’t half-cracked that carry-on makes you. Make a fool of the law often enough and you start thinking you must be the law.’


Jimmy turned and leant back against his kitchen worktop. He folded his arms and held his mug on the opposite forearm and said, ‘Ah, will you put a cork in it?’


‘I will not,’ she said. ‘I don’t remember him asking me. Grandeur, that is. You think you can survive anything now, that’s what’s wrong with you.’


‘Did you just come over to tell me Ryan Cusack wants to be a fucking troubadour?’


‘I came over to see you,’ she said, sincerely. She saw plenty of people. Living in a city, you couldn’t help seeing people. They teemed and hubbubed and spilled out of buildings. She didn’t know that many of them. She had joined book clubs and taken classes and got along with the other participants well enough because the Irish were a garrulous lot and the new Irish either garrulous themselves or quick to get the hang of it. But she tended to trigger disquiet in people sooner or later. She’d say the wrong thing or ask the wrong question and they’d retreat like politicians after a general election, smiling benignly, walking arseways. She didn’t mind too much – plenty more where they came from – but on occasion she needed to talk to someone whose life threaded through her own, at least for the sake of consistency of context. A new pal would need a thorough induction before she could talk to them about Ryan Cusack and the steps he was taking, bold as brass. Jimmy knew young Cusack well. He had been his employer. He had brought him to the coalface; he was probably now the founder of the feast.


Which was, perhaps, a reason she should not have been talking to Jimmy about Ryan, because what was she doing but precipitating his demanding his due? But it was easier ask forgiveness than permission. And she had divilment in her, Maureen, she liked to tug rugs from under people, she liked a halt applied to a gallop, she liked reactions, and she was looking for one now.


Jimmy coughed at her.


‘I hope it’s brandy did that to you,’ she said.


‘I’m not able for it at all any more.’


‘Well, then.’


‘Certain levels,’ he said, ‘of social engagement are expected.’


‘You’re in remission, Jimmy.’


‘Which to most fellas means back in business, therefore back in business is what I must be.’


‘You’d think a man like you wouldn’t need to worry about what other people think.’


‘Ah, Maureen, you have a bit of a wobble, and all around you langers are getting big fucking ideas. D’you know what, a long way down the list of my headaches is the minstrel boy hightailing it on me.’


She sighed as if to concede a point and said, ‘He did all right out of you, I suppose.’


‘And what do you mean by that?’


‘Well,’ she said, and paused to sip, ‘the good people of this city would say that you broke far more than you built.’


‘The good people lack imagination—’


‘And yet you could have built them a folk hero.’


‘Oh, you think he’ll get that far, do you?’


‘Can’t you ask him when he’s home?’


‘I will,’ Jimmy said. ‘Oh, don’t you worry. Mister Cusack will be brought in to me by his ear.’


‘So he can ask for your permission, is it?’


‘You know I know when you’re trying to put a match to me,’ he said. ‘You’re not that opaque, girl.’


‘Ah, maybe you’re right.’ She clapped the mug down on the counter to see if he’d flinch. ‘He outfoxed you, and I’m glad he outfoxed you.’


‘Chemotherapy outfoxed me,’ Jimmy said. ‘Or ran the whole fucking hunt over me. Cusack saw his chance and skedaddled, is all.’


‘Well.’ They sat quietly until she realised each of them thought that in silence they’d outfox the other. She finished her tea. ‘I’ll hit the road,’ she said, presenting the mug. He took it from her. She put her coat on. ‘Think of yourself as a patron of the arts, Jimmy,’ she said. ‘Like one of them old Italian merchant princes.’


Outside the day was bright but wild and had already sprung on her a couple of showers. She followed the Lee and stopped to look at old maps behind glass in a rare-book shop. She thought about patrons. Men and women with plenty money and a dawning horror of their own mortality. Syphilis-mad nobles with a grá for gold and cartography. Ecclesiastical plutocrats commissioning paintings of lustrous saints. The merchant princes ordering texts of convenient philosophy, their own Bibles. How could a world recover from that sort of scales-tipping?


She had seen a documentary about merchant princes on one of the channels a few weeks ago and what she took from it was that there was no distinction to be made between your common-or-garden capitalist and the degenerate she’d given birth to. The things he got up to, or at least the things he’d gotten up to when he was a stronger man, knocked great lumps out of the city, and was the city not asking for it? Feck the city, she thought when she was feeling belligerent, which was more and more these days and maybe a result of her insisting on having a hoary head, but when she sighed and simmered down, she thought it was a great pity that most of Cork didn’t know what she’d been made go through so she really couldn’t hold it against them, and Jimmy’s carry-on – wheeling or dealing or banging fellas’ heads together or whatever it was – was unforgiveable, but still the result of her country deciding to make shit of her in 1970. Unforgiveable but understandable and hardly unforeseen.


Jimmy had once knocked around with a lad called Tony Cusack, who had brought his own little divil into the world. Maureen had not known Ryan as a child; she had recognised him as a young man only because he was the spit of his father. She’d found him to be wide-eyed, foul-mouthed and uneasy enough in his mannerisms to suggest that he struggled with his morals or suffered from his nerves. Apart from that she supposed he was easy on the eye. She wasn’t in the business of falling in love with twenty-year-old boys but it helped that there was nothing gammy about him. He did a bit for Jimmy. A bit of what, she didn’t know. Drug dealing, she assumed; he wasn’t solid enough for strong-arming. She had befriended him without his scrutinising her motives; he had been in the market for a friend. For a few weeks she had him coming over for the tay and the chats and in the course of that found out there was the cut of a musician to him. He said his mother had taught him to play piano, but after she died, his father had sold the piano. Maureen had realised that his father had sold it to Jimmy’s ex-wife, Deirdre, and had eventually arranged to have the piano, otherwise gathering dust, stored in her apartment, but there was no way of producing this gift without revealing to Ryan that she’d known his lineage from the start. He didn’t take it well. It was one of the only times in her life she hadn’t enjoyed yanking the rug out from under someone.


Owing to some scheme or another Jimmy moved Ryan abroad. Jimmy wouldn’t tell her how to get a hold of him, and with her having said plenty wrong things and asked plenty wrong questions Ryan wasn’t forthcoming with his contact details. She learned how to get the best results from internet searches. She got her granddaughter, Ellie, to show her how to navigate social media and though Ryan seemed to have no social media presence she found a couple of his siblings and through them discerned that Ryan was now the father of a small boy and was in a sort of exile, as she had once been: Jimmy had moved him from Cork to Naples to Dublin to Liverpool. He kept moving even when Jimmy got sick and was forced into convalescence: Berlin, then Seoul, which she thought was mad carry-on, lepping all over the world like that with a small son at home. What was it keeping him away when his gender precluded him from feeling shame, when the twenty-first century had put paid to most of that, anyway? She couldn’t figure it out.


When he recorded a new piano piece – arrangements he sold through a stock music website – she bought it. When she learned he had written the music for a video game she bought the game, though she couldn’t make head nor tail of it, and so only heard the first piece in the soundtrack. She tried to make Ellie play the game instead; Ellie said it was weird. Ellie was fourteen and found almost everything weird.


When Ryan started a band with the three other lads and the girl, Maureen assumed at first he had come back to Cork. She checked the siblings’ accounts and took a walk by the father’s estate and finally went to the band’s website, ticked off at her old pet’s evasiveness. It turned out he was still in Seoul, that they intended to record over the internet as an experiment. Maureen bought the songs and nodded along. She didn’t know at first that the voice on the recordings was Ryan’s. He didn’t seem the type to sing.


She would be pleased if Jimmy paused to wonder if he wasn’t doing the right thing in giving his protégés the means of self-production.


Now she kept going. Along by the Lee, crossing at Parnell Bridge. Without her and her suffering there would never have been a Jimmy, and therefore no resources for Ryan Cusack to expend globetrotting and making music. It was not a stretch to think that without Maureen Phelan there would not have been a Cork five-piece called Lord Urchin. She felt like a dark matriarch, not malevolent, but pragmatic, in tune to all the rhythms of the city. Really, she felt like a patron. Really was she not mother to a great merchant prince?


 


It was a funny time to be Irish. There weren’t even generations between flips. The Irish hated the EU for demanding that austerity be implemented, post-Crash; the Irish loved the EU for being something the Brits hated, post-Brexit. The Irish were losing their best and their brightest to emigration; Dublin was full to bursting and no one could afford to live in it. The priests were dying off; design start-ups were kept afloat with ‘Christ on a Bike’ T-shirts and tea towels with ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph’ embroidered on them. Who’d want a United Ireland, sure wouldn’t the six counties bleed the Republic dry? Young wans were wearing ironic slogan necklaces saying ‘Brits Out’ because there might be a United Ireland soon. To be Irish was to be certain that things were going Ireland’s way at last, and certain that there wasn’t a hope in hell with Ireland’s luck. To be Irish was to be resentful, flippant, European, nationalistic, demented. The island of saints and scholars and not a saint left among them. People writing books and shooting films and doing pop-up gigs in town squares. People recording themselves performing poetry on the Atlantic shore, sneering out at Canada. What could you do except keep trying to tell the story of it? To be young and gifted and damp.


 


For four years all was as grand as Georgie Fitzsimons could hope for and then the little prick decided to reinvent himself as a rock star.


She googled him intermittently, on each occasion hoping for a report of a harsh prison sentence or his badly losing a fist fight on Patrick Street. For a long time she could type his name into the search bar and find that all he had to that name was muzak, And I bet he’s very proud of that, she thought, the absolute state of him. For a long break she was sated by the state of him and didn’t google him at all. And then, one morning in late spring, over her bowl of porridge in the kitchen of her flat share in Croydon, an idle search returned an article in the Echo about a band called Lord Urchin who had recorded some songs over the internet and, buoyed by the response, were about to record a full-length album in Union Studios, near the School of Music in Cork city centre.


Lord Urchin is the project of Mayfield cousins Joseph O’Donnell and Ryan Cusack. Cusack first found success in dance music production with credits for Some Song She’d Never Heard Of and has remixed Some Wagon and Some Other Shower of Langers and is now based in fucking Seoul?


Fucking Seoul! she fumed, walking down Brigstock Road with an unruly umbrella. How did he get to Seoul? He surely had a criminal record as long as Blarney Street, who’d let that lad into Seoul? Maybe she had the wrong Ryan Cusack. Maybe there were two of them in Mayfield. On the train she looked him up again. There were not two of them in Mayfield. Fucking Seoul! she raged.


When she got to the office she downloaded the Lord Urchin songs. ‘Jessica,’ she called, and her colleague stuck her head up over her computer monitor. ‘C’mere and listen to this for me.’


Jessica’s parents were from Clonmel. She had been brought up on GAA and the Pogues and was surprised to hear that sex work was a thing in Ireland, too. She came around the desk. She had been eating fruit salad and sucked her thumb and first finger purposefully. Georgie pulled the headphones out of their socket and turned the PC speakers on. She played half of the first song, then switched to the second.


‘You know I prefer Adele,’ Jessica said.


‘I know the fella that made this,’ Georgie said. ‘He used to be a drug dealer. And not a hanging-around-doorways-shivering-in-an-anorak drug dealer. A bloody champion.’


Georgie worked in an office with peach-paint walls answering calls to a support line for sex workers wanting to leave the trade. They were funded by a Christian group, but so far no one had asked her to convert any callers, and she thought herself versed enough in these people’s Verses to be able to spot any slithery proselytising. Georgie liked this job. It made her feel useful in an unfamiliar way. She was now the kind of woman who wore straight-legged trousers and went for Friday evening drinks, she was the kind of woman who was invited to hen parties.


‘The guy singing?’ asked Jessica.


‘I think so?’ Georgie leaned over and opened the browser again. She pulled up the Echo article.


‘Don’t they have a photo?’ Jessica said.


‘Oh, he couldn’t make the photoshoot, he lives in fucking Seoul. They must be giving visas to any old good-for-nothing. Maybe I’ll apply, maybe they’ll let me out there to . . .’ She couldn’t think of a mean enough term. ‘Make stupid songs,’ she said, stupidly.


The question is whether the five-piece can tap that same magic when working for the first time in each other’s company, but Corkonian fans are keen to find out. The International Recordings EP can be purchased . . .


‘Purchased!’ Georgie spat. ‘Oh, you can drag the man out of dealing, but you can’t drag the dealer out of the man.’


Jessica laughed diplomatically and went off to answer the phone. 


There were no photographs on the website either, just monochrome logos for Lord Urchin and its label, Catalyst Music. Georgie thought about emailing Catalyst Music. Did you know one of your musicians was a drug dealer? You should . . . What? Recall the songs? The songs were out there; there was nothing she could do about the songs. She read reviews by Hot Press and Goldenplec and Nialler9. She read a short interview with a bandmate called Izzy King in the Examiner, but it was about a previous band she’d been in, so there weren’t many pertinent details.


Her phone started ringing too.


Between calls, Georgie opened a new document and wrote about Cusack’s bad habits. She found it difficult to strike a balance between providing convincing detail and withholding stuff that would identify her. She asked Jessica for her input. Jessica knew enough about Georgie to be her friend, which meant that Jessica knew the bare minimum. She was not the best barometer. She switched the phones off for their lunch break and asked why Georgie was bothering.


‘I feel like people should know.’


‘But devil’s advocate . . .’ Jessica took another tub of fruit salad from her bag. ‘Couldn’t people say, “You can’t talk, Georgie, you were up to no good and all”?’


‘Yeah, well I’m not going to mention that, girl.’


Georgie had changed quite a bit in four years. In Cork she had had long, dark brown hair. Now she had a sunflower-blonde bob. In Cork she had been scraggy-limbed and drawn. Now she had plumped up and looked hearty and genial. Disarmed. Declawed.


In Cork City she’d had a boyfriend. Robbie. They were together six years before he ended up on the wrong side of an argument with a gangland aristocrat named Jimmy Phelan: ‘J.P.’ to cops and robbers both. Because lads ending up on the wrong side of arguments with gangland aristocrats wasn’t the kind of thing people talked about freely, she had to find this out at great cost to herself. She went looking for Robbie and in so doing pissed off J.P., who decided there was one foolproof way to shut her up. As luck would have it her death was made the responsibility of a callow feen called Ryan Cusack, from whom she’d bought a fair amount of cocaine over the years. Ryan Cusack didn’t kill her, but stuck her on a flight to England. He reneged not out of pity, but out of cowardice, which didn’t stop him threatening to kill her if he ever saw her in Cork again.


She took him at his word and cowered in London. A powerful man thought that she was dead, and as Snow White to the Woodsman she had promised his underling that she’d pay for her life with her silence. For two years she didn’t contact her parents. Hearing her voice on the phone after all that time seemed to do them more harm than good. Easier forgive a troubled dead girl than a thirty-year-old calamity.


‘You put the heart crossways on your father when he picked up,’ her mother said.


‘Sorry.’


‘He’s on tablets, Georgina.’


‘Because of me?’


‘Sure what else would give him angina?’


Now Georgie typed through Jessica eating her lunch, making tea, turning the phones back on, starting on reports that they were supposed to do together. At 4:32 p.m., she emailed the essay to Hot Press and Goldenplec and Nialler9.


‘Do you think anyone will care?’ Jessica asked.


‘Probably not.’


‘ “Probably not” means his band isn’t important enough, which is good.’


‘But it really sticks in my craw. That he got away—’


‘You got away.’


‘Yeah, but I wasn’t a drug dealer. And he gets to come and go as he pleases, he gets to sing about it. The audacity of him.’


‘That’s men for you,’ Jessica said. ‘You can’t do anything about audacity.’


‘I can try,’ Georgie said.


 


Young and gifted and damp and looking to glory in it, looking to wallow in isolation, just them and the Atlantic, just them and their Irishness and the stories in their bones. Hence Inishbofin, thirty minutes off the coast of Connemara by ferry. And with them, instruments, laptops, slabs and spirits.


Damp, yes, sure wasn’t there something in the water? Sure wasn’t everyone saying it, and saying it in plenty differing tones? There’s something in the water, and everyone’s excelling/There’s something in the water and everyone’s lost the run of themselves/There’s something in the water, the endless rain keeps everyone indoors, singing songs by the hearth/There’s something in the water, if Irish Water wasn’t such a joke of a utility company maybe they could engineer it out again, get all of these millennials into honest work/Michael O’Leary should run the country/Yeah, run it into the ground.


Every morning they woke up and checked the Irish Times app to see if World War Three had started or if Donegal had sunk into the sea. The country joked about its love of the Death Notices and here they were, to a man bound to a global death watch . . .


 


Mel assumed it was Joseph who’d come up with it, for Joseph seemed to be the boss, despite his anarcho-syndicalism posturing. It appeared on the Lord Urchin homepage the morning she travelled to Galway.


 


Art and honesty are inseparable.


You must reveal something about yourself with everything you create.


These are our rules.


 


What Mel was meant to reveal about herself she didn’t know. Maybe it didn’t apply to her, being a spare pair of hands.


She sat on the train and looked out at rolling fields, fields, fields and thought of her mother’s grey face the morning after Tony Cusack broke their front window. ‘I just want you to know,’ she remembered her saying, chin in the air. ‘I just want you to know that I offered that boy nothing but friendship. I just want you to know that he’s lying.’


But this was not her revelation, and so it didn’t count.


Maybe the members of Lord Urchin had simply agreed to hereafter insist on disclosure, given how rocky their road had been. First Orson Rotimi and Izzy King’s band – Multiple Bears, a dance-punk outfit that the bloggers were buzzed about – was mangled by allegations that its frontman was a demon for the underage fans. They’d jumped ship and with Joseph O’Donnell, Davy Carroll and Ryan Cusack had started Lord Urchin, notable for its members living on two different continents and creating songs by recording and swapping and building sound files over the internet. This was notable, so The International Recordings EP enjoyed modest but promising success. And then Izzy King, insufferably cool alumna of underground bands like Scruffy the Janitor and Maud Gone Mad, past associations with perverts all but forgotten, broke her hand. Just as the bloggers and street photographers and influencers were registering their awe, just as the country retreat was paid for and the studio booked.


Joseph told Mel that he wanted to be honest, that there were other session musicians he’d worked with before that both he and Izzy would have preferred, but it was short notice and no one was free. Mel was pleased with his offer, but didn’t fall for his lie; Izzy didn’t want creative input from whoever was taking her place during her recovery and no seasoned session musician would put up with that. Mel would, not because she was weak, but because she would hardly find a more solid introduction to the scene at home.


Orson Rotimi was standing outside of Ceannt station’s cafe when she arrived. He shook her hand but didn’t offer to take her bag or tell her where he’d parked or ask how her journey had been. He led her to the car park around the corner. He had laid the back seat of his Hyundai flat so she would have room for her luggage and guitar. He and Izzy, Davy and Joseph had been on Inishbofin two nights already. He acted as though they were a unit, and putting Mel up was a minor imposition.


‘How much of a drive do we have?’ she asked as he started the engine, by way of initiating conversation. She already knew it would be about an hour and a half.


‘About ninety kilometres,’ he said, by way of being a gowl.


‘Ah yeah, about an hour and a half so,’ Mel said. ‘Given the terrain, like. I bet it’s gorgeous, is it? I’ve never been to Connemara.’


‘How long have you been playing guitar?’ he asked. ‘You look about twelve.’


‘I’m twenty-three,’ Mel said. ‘Playing four years, thereabouts.’


She just about heard him scoff. She leaned back and stared out the passenger window. Galway City was alive in the sunshine, like there was geothermal energy jouncing people along its footpaths. She could have said, Just let me out, so. The people here look like they want to jam.


‘Izzy can still do a bit,’ Orson said. ‘She’d have done the lot if the doctor hadn’t put the shits up Joseph.’


‘How’s her hand?’


‘Her cast came off the day before yesterday. So I dunno if we’ll need you for long.’


Beyond Galway City the way cut between lake-splattered lowlands and a spine of brown mountains. They dodged tour buses and sheep snoozing on the road and drove through Clifden, which to Mel was disappointingly bustling, and on to a more appropriately remote Cleggan, where Orson parked in someone’s stony field. He was civil enough to carry her guitar to the ferry, and off it again once docked on the island. He marched ahead and she followed, pulling faces at his back.


The house was a mix of old and new, an elegant addition of glass, wood and stone cladding to a period building. ‘This is the business,’ Mel said, and Orson obliged with, ‘It’s grand, isn’t it?’


Izzy King was magnanimous, smiling, tactile. Her hair came halfway down her back and was black at the roots, petrol blue at the tips. Her eyeliner was dramatically flicked out. Davy Carroll was strapping and energetic and clearly did not wish to shatter any stereotypes about drummers. Joseph O’Donnell looked the same as ever: dourly handsome, like a funeral director’s son.


Izzy showed Mel to her room and told her what time the local shop was open and identified the best spots for mobile coverage, ‘Not that Joseph thinks anyone should care.’ Downstairs they ate spiced chickpeas with couscous and flatbread and drank lip-staining wine. They talked about whether there was such a thing as a guilty pleasure, they intersected neoliberalism and treason, they argued about the ethics of tagging superior street artists’ graffiti; everyone was full of shit and Mel could not have been happier. For dessert there were bottles of local craft beer – ‘Bogger Bräu’, Davy called it – and they got stuck in while Joseph went through the vision for the album and ‘the drab shit’, as he put it, incorrectly: the terms of employment. ‘Think of Catalyst Music as an artists’ collective,’ he said, though it wasn’t strictly an artists’ collective, unless one was willing to think of accountants as artists. ‘A marriage, so,’ Joseph clarified, ‘between art and finance. The finance gets the art out into the world.’


‘Natalie and Colm, lords to the urchins,’ Davy said.


‘Joseph, you forgot something,’ Izzy said.


He turned towards her, one elbow on its corresponding knee, and made a face that Mel didn’t like because it looked cheerful and yet sarcastic, a sitcom face. ‘What’s that, Isobel?’


Izzy looked at Mel. ‘Art and honesty are inseparable. You must reveal something about yourself with everything you create. What, Melanie, do you plan to reveal to the world?’


‘It’s just Mel,’ Mel said.


‘It’s just Mel! A great revelation indeed!’ Davy said.


The bandmates laughed and Mel, bandmate now too, she supposed, laughed with them. So it was in the manner of an experienced teacher to a room full of rowdy kids that Natalie Grogan walked in, saying ‘Mighty craic going on in here,’ with a tidy, red smile.


After her came a tall, very blond guy with a Norn Iron accent. That was Colm McArdle. Mel had missed out on the local scenes indebted to his energy, but couldn’t have missed the many social media references to those scenes: the Catalyst club night, the indie record label, the rap/spoken word trail he’d overseen with the arts festival, and this whole thing, of course, this collaborative company, this ambitious album. He was over for an introductory hug as soon as he noticed her.


As Colm pulled away, she saw Ryan with Joseph locked in a proper embrace.


‘You must be exhausted,’ Orson said, as the lads let each other go. ‘Only landed and we pull you out here to the wilds.’


‘I’m as well off, to be honest,’ Ryan said, and this sounded trite, like he said it just for the sake of saying something. He looked at Mel and she smiled and stepped forward.


‘Hey Ryan, long time no see.’


He was suddenly very pale and she was not at all surprised. ‘Linda,’ he said.


‘It’s Mel now,’ Mel said. ‘No one calls me Linda these days.’


 


. . . because everywhere the water was rising. Sex, drugs and rock and roll; that was all that was left. Eat, drink and be merry, for we are completely fucking fucked.


Or make a song and dance about it. Maybe that’s what you’re here for.










Track 1: Find My Way Back


All I had to do was book the flight, pack up some bits, sell off the others, annyeong and out the gap. Except what then? I’d get back to Ireland into thunderous complication because I had fucked things up beyond forgiveness, beyond explanation, even. There were boys in Cork I knew would be happy to kill me. I thought the Shades would demand that I help them with their enquiries, given the way things were before I left, or the way I’d left things . . . I didn’t know what enquiries they might have had. I didn’t feel the reverberations from all that way away. I bounced around the world. There was no form to what I was running from. Dread, I suppose, potential that spidered off into all of the ridiculous places I could imagine.


That was the clamouring stuff, the lurid stuff. There was the practical stuff too. Like whether there would be any opportunities at home. What would I get out of a studio job at home? Twenty euro more than I’d get on the dole? Whose couch would I be crashing on? Even if there were studio jobs in Cork, everyone in Cork knew me, everyone in Cork knew what I used to do when I was a young fella, and I can’t take back any of it. Even if I could I wouldn’t know where to start: how do you measure what damage you did when you personally saw the last of it wrapped tight in a half-kilo block on a table top just before a courier took it away? All I can be sure of is the damage it did to me, but who’d care? I could show photographs of bruises, medical reports, prescriptions, receipts for days spent on the tear trying to drink away all sorts, and who’d fucking care?


And the private stuff: who was I in Cork? Did I like who I was in Cork? Was it better for my son to see me how I really was or to see me as a distant but respectable fella? If I came back to Cork would I just turn into my own dad?


Would you ever want me back?


‘Find My Way Back’ started coming together just after we’d made the EP. I didn’t think it was a song, at first. It was just me jotting out knots and bumps to see how I felt about them in a different format. Writing things down is a habit you got me into. Do you remember? You brought me a notebook after I had that meltdown on the Jazz Weekend and told me if I wasn’t going to talk to you to write stuff down instead. D’you know what I used to do with it? I used to write letters to my mam. I used to write letters to a woman I could hardly remember. I dunno what I was at. I was a bit lost. I was doing a lot of drugs. Making one insane decision after another, ‘decision’ being too confident a term in this context. I still dunno how I survived it, I think only because I went up a gear after I found out Diarmaid was on the way.


So I would write shit down, first to my mam and then to myself and then thoughts that weren’t addressing anyone in particular, just lines that went well together. Do you know you made me a songwriter? Is that a kind of alchemy? Is that always going to be the way with you?


I was writing down all of these thoughts about going home and they started looking like desperate wayfinding and so I saw what the song might look like. They come out like that, sometimes, like a welt rising in a mass of words. Home terrified me but I needed to be home. As much as I wanted to stay away reinventing myself, designing a new, sharper, tidier nature, I had to turn my face back to all I’d done. I had to rescue what was still healthy and I had to tend to all that was sick or brittle, I had to go home, I had to book the flight, pack up some bits, sell off the others, say annyeong and be brave for the first time in my life.










 


A year back, Georgie had written a letter to the other important boyfriend of her time in Cork, David Coughlan.


They had met at a Christian retreat in West Cork and bonded over ridicule of the kind of people who went on Christian retreats in West Cork. In London, Georgie had usually said ‘long story’ whenever anyone had asked her how she’d managed to get knocked up at a Christian retreat, but it wasn’t a long story really. She’d been a mess, so what harm in allowing some watery-eyed zealots to pay for her bed and board in the middle of nowhere? David, a gambling addict, came to the retreat at the command of his born-again father. Thinking Georgie was but a gullible waif with an alcohol problem, he charged into a courtship hinging on trysts in the laundry room. Her pregnancy, he said, signified approval from a god with a great sense of humour. The shock at finding out she was actually a sex worker on a career break drove him to religious homecoming and full custody.


In her letter to David Coughlan, Georgie said something along the lines of: Dear David, I have moved to London to reinvent myself as an upstanding woman. I will learn office etiquette and household budgeting. Perhaps at some point we can work on a reintroduction. Very sincerely, Georgina Fitzsimons.


He wrote back something along the lines of: Dear Georgie, if you are very evidently not a whore by then, perhaps you can take Harmony to Fota for a day just before she begins to menstruate, that would be very helpful as I’m still a massive prude and gobshite. Here is a photo. Disingenuously, David Coughlan.


It had been Georgie’s intention to contact David as soon as she arrived back in Cork but when it came to it, it couldn’t come to it, it could still be that she was a dead woman. What if she arranged a reunion and then had to renege because some brute had a gun to her head? She refused to die proving David Coughlan right.


She thought such things dryly. She made out that she was so bitter she had become fearless. She did not succeed in fooling herself. Ryan Cusack’s was a hell of a transformation: blaggard to bard. There had to have been at least tacit approval from gangland aristocracy; she knew enough of the trade to be sure that bosses didn’t allow their subordinates to cavort around the globe. In London, a possibility had come to her and made her giddy. Unless there was no need for anyone’s approval. Unless it was that Jimmy Phelan had had his grip loosened for him.


She had searched for mentions of ‘Jimmy Phelan’ or ‘James Phelan’ online and turned up nothing significant. Confirmation would require her travelling. She booked work holidays.


Whether grips had been loosened or not, she couldn’t stay in Cork City. There were streets Georgie had to avoid and people she was not ready to risk meeting. She had been researching Airbnb rates in commuter towns when Jessica suggested she stay in her uncle’s family’s mobile home in a park by the beach, twenty kilometres south of the city.


‘He won’t be needing it?’ Georgie asked.


‘He won’t be going this year,’ Jessica said, and added, ‘Believe me,’ which Georgie thought was an invitation to gossip, but Jessica would say nothing more.


Jessica’s uncle had purchased a hotspot for the mobile home. The signal strength was patchy. Videos didn’t play smoothly, but Georgie could email fine. She grumbled and wondered whether this was a sign. Whether she should navigate by signs.


On her second morning in the mobile home, she did as she’d seen other women in the park do, she took a cup of tea outside. She leaned against the mobile home, the sea to her right, and looked in the direction of the city. She thought about identifying eyries from which she could observe her weakening saboteur. She imagined him being jeered by the good people, the ones who didn’t loiter on low walls, or frequent bookmakers, or hire women by the hour.


When Georgie was a little girl, eight-ish, her mother had announced that an uncle was going to join them for Christmas dinner. Georgie didn’t remember hearing of the uncle before then. She was excited. She prepared for the visit by drawing the uncle a special picture, composing a poem, and setting the table like it was set in books, with side plates, napkins, polished glasses, fruit squash in a jug. The uncle too would be like uncles in books, a rogue, or conspirator. When he arrived he was silent and rubicund in the way she now knew denoted alcoholism. He breathed through his mouth. He stared into space. Her mother spoke to him at the top of her voice. Georgie was embarrassed presenting the picture and when her mother asked her to recite her poem she pretended to have forgotten it. She was still embarrassed. She did not know why. That she was still embarrassed was itself embarrassing.


She was reminded of the uncle, sometimes, as she prepared for an arrival: when her boss, Mr Love, was due into the office, when she had Jessica over for coffee. It made her slow down so it was helpful, in an uncomfortable way. She was reminded of it now because it occurred to her that this flap of hers was in preparation for Cusack’s arrival back in Cork. She had felt compelled to come back and that was because hurting Cusack from London could only ever give her rudimentary satisfaction. She wanted to see him at the point of understanding why he’d been hurt. She wanted to send him whispers on a cold breeze. You brought this on yourself. Are you so arrogant to think you’d get away with it?


‘I should have killed her when I was told to!’ he would weep, he would quail, he would vomit with the fear of it.


Now a woman approached from the direction of the main road. She wore a knitted hat, a fleece jacket and black gloves that seemed made for a man; she could have been a weathered forty or a lucky sixty-five. She said, ‘Are you here with Paschal?’ and sounded blandly Irish; she didn’t even have a Cork accent.


‘Who?’


‘Paschal. Ah, come on, the man who owns this mobile home.’


Georgie automatically looked over her shoulder. ‘I’m renting it from him, I suppose.’


‘You suppose? He’s not meant to be renting it out.’


‘Well, it’s more that I’m borrowing it.’


‘What’s that mean? Did you break in?’


‘I did not.’


‘You’d want to tell him to call me, because this isn’t on at all.’


‘I don’t even know the man,’ Georgie said. ‘It’s his niece I know. I’m on a break, she said I could stay here.’


The woman put her hands on her hips and stared into space, shaking her head. ‘I don’t know about this at all.’


‘I’m here two days already,’ Georgie said, indignantly.


‘Well it’s only now I got wind of it. Where’s Paschal?’


‘I. Don’t. Know.’


‘That lad burnt his bridges,’ the woman said, ‘and if he thinks he can be making money letting all and sundry into my park, he has another thing coming. Sell the mobile home, tell him. That’s the only thing he can do now.’


‘I can’t tell him, because I don’t know him. I only know his niece.’


‘Don’t be taking that tone with me.’


Georgie raised her eyes to heaven and in doing so remembered school corridors and cranky pimps in quick succession, as though the relevant phases of her life had occurred simultaneously. Learning on her back, felt up in uniform, Georgie and her attitude problem, needing talking-tos from spinsters and gangsters.


She looked towards the sea. The woman made an impatient noise and said, ‘What kind of break is it if you’re here on your own?’


Mad creatures, lone women, and maybe owing to the woman’s unkind intent or to the overlap of memories, Georgie fixed on a whopper. ‘I’m writing a book,’ she said.


‘About Paschal’s carry-on, is it?’


‘It’s fiction.’


‘Well you couldn’t make that fecker up.’ The woman had softened. ‘What’s your story about?’


‘It’s a thriller,’ Georgie said. ‘About a woman who had her daughter taken off her so she’s out for revenge on the gangsters who did it.’


The woman nodded. ‘My sister writes. They meet the odd time in the library in Carrigaline. How long are you staying? I’ll have to talk to Paschal,’ though now she seemed willing to manage under Paschal’s apparent idiocy. ‘I’m Carmel. I’m in the house just to the left of the entrance. And your own name?’ She held out a hand.


Georgie took it. ‘Gia,’ she said.


‘Fancy name,’ Carmel wondered.


‘Suits the stories,’ Georgie said.


 


She found details for some suitable journalists. She had a type in mind: young, attuned to issues of social justice, easily riled. She sent some messages to see if one would bite and one did, probably more out of politeness than interest but Georgie liked the look of her regardless. The journalist said that she had fifteen minutes in Cork City in the morning, so perhaps a quick coffee. Georgie deduced that the journalist had deduced she’d be a godawful gobdaw and so she dressed as if she was going to the office.


She breathed deep and decided her new curves and sunflower-blonde bob made her sufficiently anonymous. There wasn’t much chance that she would run into Cusack; based on the information in those irksome Izzy King video blogs, if he was already in Ireland he’d be in the band’s rural hideaway, writing songs that congratulated himself on his post-dealing artistry. Georgie considered that she might be seen by an associate of the old aggressor, J.P. Hardly, she decided. You’d want to be up close, looking in her eyes. What chance that J.P. had ever seen her as a human being? The fact that men at their most repugnant did not see women as equals could at times be a great advantage. But even accounting for the bob and the extra pounds and the indifference of men, Georgie thought she could turn a corner and there he’d be, Jimmy Phelan, narrowing his eyes, curdling the air, scattering henchmen with the flick of a wrist. The thing with misconduct was that it moved around. There was no distinct area in the city where you were guaranteed to avoid the wicked. At Parnell Place, Georgie started to mutter, ‘Oh God, oh God,’ because she wasn’t Gia, or writing a crime novel, only telling lies about a plot that might have been based on her own life. The city pulsated. It had no memory, it was defined by memory. People tied to place, and bound to their fucked-up histories, their imperfect relationships.


Medbh Lucey wore a short dress in a geometric print. Her startlingly red lipstick was applied as if by fountain pen. She was tall and stout and quite conspicuous.


‘Young musicians with sketchy pasts is more a matter for publicists than journalists,’ she said. ‘I appreciate that you’re thrown by it, but I’m not sure it means much.’


They sat at the window counter in a tiny coffee shop. The guy serving had asked Georgie what roast she wanted and was disheartened when she shrugged. There were jars of hard biscuits by the cash register and a smartarsed slogan chalked on the board outside.


‘Young fellas make mistakes,’ said Medbh. ‘People love redemption stories, but they’re for lifestyle magazines. What you’re telling me belongs in a press release. I don’t cover historical petty crimes.’


‘It wasn’t petty. The Ryan Cusack I knew could buy and sell you.’ Georgie blew into her unascertained roast and said, ‘It’s not historical either.’


‘In what sense?’


‘This album’s being produced by his own company, right? Where’d they get the money? Fair enough if he was remixing Rihanna or whoever, but he’s not, he’s remixing people I’ve never heard of. And he comes from nothing, he’s so rough you’d want a Garda escort visiting his house. I know Cusack because I used move in similar circles, right, which is a big thing for me to say to you.’


‘Now I’m inclined to think this is a personal grudge.’


‘He was once hired to kill me.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘Off the record,’ Georgie said.


Medbh grabbed her bag. ‘All right, this is getting silly, and I have very boring but very real court cases to write up.’


‘I wouldn’t say this in court, I’m not completely stupid.’


‘You wouldn’t lie under oath, is it?’


‘I’m not lying. Look, do you know Jimmy Phelan?’


‘I’ve heard the name.’


‘If you do court reports you know what kind of fella he is. Cusack used work for him. I always knew Cusack was involved with dodgy people, even though he was just a kid. It was only when he came for me with a gun I realised how dodgy. Why would I lie about something so awful?’


Medbh slid the bag over her wrist and folded her arms. ‘If you wanted to get in a dig at Mr Phelan you might have done it two years ago. Is it because he’s on the mend? Is that what’s riled you? Why use Cusack? Was he your only point of contact with Phelan?’


‘Wait,’ Georgie said. ‘Cusack is my problem. What he leads you to is your business.’ She picked at a knot on the wood of the counter. ‘A lot of us got caught in Cork’s undertow. Some of us drowned. Personal grudge . . . Girl, you’re right. On behalf of those of us who got caught in the undertow, I’m asking you for help in making sure the ones who thrived on it don’t continue to. That’s all.’


‘Why not go to the Gardaí, then?’


‘What would they do? Ask him how much he paid for his clothes?’


‘I’ll have a think about it,’ Medbh said, and made for the door. ‘I appreciate you getting in touch, Gia.’


Georgie swivelled. ‘What happened to Jimmy Phelan? You said two years ago?’


‘He was ill. Private citizen, of course, but the man’s name comes up in certain circumstances.’


‘Ill? Very ill?’


Medbh nodded. ‘Cancer. Don’t ask me what sort.’


‘Well now that makes a lot of sense,’ Georgie said.










 


Izzy said her jaw was acting up and Mel donated two ibuprofen tablets she’d found at the bottom of her satchel. Izzy swallowed them with red wine, stuck a finger in her mouth and felt warily along the backs of her gums. ‘Does anyone else have painkillers?’ she asked. ‘For later?’ She did not look like a woman who was suffering. Mel wasn’t sure whether Izzy was being graceful in hiding her pain, which was gendered behaviour and socially enforced, therefore Izzy should not be judged for it. Or whether Izzy was at ease but looking for attention: equally irritating, equally gendered.


Mel’s head had been fucked with this shit for a good while now.


Four years in Glasgow made plenty time to relearn what it was to be Mel Duane after almost nineteen on the northside of Cork. Mel’s father had said that Glasgow and Cork were actually very alike. Mel had found them nothing alike but knew it was because she walked differently in either city, went to different places and found different denizens. Glasgow, or her experience of Glasgow, needed a different kind of tough. Now back on home soil Mel was set for unlearning, which was a more private undertaking.


They were drinking in the sitting room of the house on Inishbofin: Mel, Izzy, Joseph, Davy and Orson. Natalie and Ryan had gone up to the bedroom assigned to him. Colm was at the kitchen table with his laptop, having tetchily claimed to have work to do.


Joseph, Davy and Orson thought about Izzy’s need for painkillers; they looked at her, and then at each other.


‘Weed?’ Davy said.


‘Ryan might have coke,’ Izzy said. ‘I can rub it on my gums.’


‘Ryan has no coke, where would Ryan get coke?’ Joseph said. ‘Your options are wine and weed, girl. Though you raise an interesting point. It might be nice to have some chemicals. Yokes. Or trips, even.’


They all agreed that this would be good. Izzy left the room in a hurry but returned a couple of minutes later. ‘Ryan’s not upstairs,’ she said, and then, just to Mel, ‘Come look for him with me.’ An order, not a request. Gendered again. Women clump. They deal with men in groups, so that they can confer or coordinate pincer attacks. Mel wanted no part of this and yet she smiled and nodded and got to her feet. Thank you for the camaraderie. Thank you for thinking of me so soon as armour. Thank you for latching on. Thank you so bloody much.


There was no one in Ryan’s room. Izzy called through the bathroom door keyhole and Natalie called back, saying that Ryan must be knocking around somewhere. Izzy led Mel to the yard and they found him facing the strait and the distant mainland. He was juddering, biting the side of his hand. When he spotted Mel he spat the hand out and his eyes darted around her as though she was some fearsome authority.


‘I think I’m getting wisdom teeth,’ Izzy told him. ‘Spare me some sleeping pills or Valium?’


He replied, ‘Why would I have sleeping pills or Valium?’


‘You’re a touchy boy. I meant whatever got you through the long-haul.’


‘A skinful and an aisle seat.’


‘A skinful it is, then. Pub?’


‘There’s gatt inside.’


‘Yes but!’ Izzy said. ‘The lads think we should try and find some yokes or trips.’


‘Around here?’ Mel said at an elevated pitch, so that she’d sound jovial.


‘This is Wild Ireland,’ Izzy said. ‘It’s full of hippies and loons and they know how to make their own entertainment.’


Ryan once again closed his teeth over the fleshy space between his thumb and index finger.


‘And whether we find yokes and trips,’ Izzy said to him, ‘don’t you need a pint?’


They took it easy. It was a short walk, but steeply downhill, and the light was almost gone. Izzy did all of the asking. How’s your kid? Seoul, would you recommend it? Did you have to learn the language? Ryan answered politely enough and did not look at Mel.


There was a picnic bench, unoccupied, outside the quayside pub. Izzy said she’d get the first round. Ryan didn’t know what he wanted. A pint of something. What did they have? Izzy said, ‘Come in with me, sure,’ but he said that he’d stay and mind the bench, that he needed to roll a smoke anyway.


‘I’d drink fucking anything at this stage,’ he said.


‘I wanted him to come in,’ Izzy told Mel, inside the pub, ‘so we could get talking to the locals and he could ask about the drugs. Fellas are judged less. Besides, he’s the expert.’


 


In developing an obsession with Ryan, Mel had not been unusual because they’d all done it at some point. He was Kelly’s older brother so it had to be done. Follow him around, eye him up, talk about all the things you’d do to him. Girls could be as full of hot air as the boys they said were full of hot air. Mel stared with whoever else had eyes on him and giggled when prompted, but the staring was undertaken as research, in the manner of an anthropologist who wishes now to live among wolves. Gain his trust, creep closer till you’re walking beside him. Copy his gatch and watch what he watches. Mel didn’t want to have Ryan kiss her or hold her hand. She wanted him, meaning the stuff of him, his skin, his bones, his blood, his brain; his experience of the terrace, of his family, of his own mother, brief as that was; his sensations, stirred by a fist fight or by his girlfriend’s fingers. She wanted to move his lips and to direct how his hand might close over someone else’s. She didn’t want him but wanted to be him.


She had learned that a daughter was less a person than she was a doll. Daughters were storybook creatures. You dressed them up and fed them bowls of sugar, you gave them frilly names like Melinda. That her mother followed that kind of doctrine when she lived on a council estate in Ireland was perhaps a small revolution, There are princesses in these parts too, take your fishwives and fuck off. As was the case with revolution it was ugly, dresses and pastels and sparkles but ugly all the same. A femininity insolently superficial. When Mel was a young teenager her mother had decorated her room in black and pink and bought two sets of Playboy-logo bedclothes. She didn’t justify this except to say it was a pretty aesthetic. She said maybe one day they’d step out with a pair of brothers. She told people Mel wanted perfumes for Christmas and make-up for birthdays and Mel gave bits and pieces of these hauls to Kelly Cusack but otherwise she was not a particularly rebellious kid. How could you rebel against an ethos as volatile as Tara’s?


So if the obsession with Ryan didn’t spring from love, then it might have been jealousy, and Mel considered this in the context of her being stuck with femininity: he appeared to have choice that she didn’t have and control that she didn’t have and respect that she didn’t have, her being swaddled in pink and doused in perfume. That was a powerful realisation when she could see the drawbacks to being him. She could hear Tony Cusack losing the run of himself through the dividing wall. She knew respect was won only after perfecting swagger and that looked exhausting.
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