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To Jo and Zoë, with all my love.

And in memory of my father.





I here present you, courteous reader, with the record of a remarkable period of my life, and according to my application of it, I trust that it will prove, not merely an interesting record, but, in a considerable degree, instructive. In that hope it is, that I have drawn it up; and that must be my apology for breaking through those restraints of delicate reserve, which, for the most part, intercept the public exposure of our own errors and infirmities.

THOMAS DE QUINCEY, Confessions of an English Opium-Eater






1 TRUE CONFESSIONS





Confession No. 1: I am a sick man, I am an angry man. I think my wit’s diseased. Sometimes I think I understand those kids who shoot up schools, or those wild-eyed men in hot-wired vests who purge themselves in a blaze of gimcrack plastique and arcane political grievances. What do they die for, these men, these kids? They die for meaning, as far as I can tell. They blow themselves to bits in a desperate search for meaning.



Or, to put it another way: I am the bitter only son of a disgraced rich man and I have washed up here in rehab, at the end of every road, with zero money, zero prospects, zero hope. I have cheated and stolen and lied – lied to myself, most of all. I have consorted with fraudsters and war criminals. In an effort to beat my father at his own game, I failed: at love, at money, at life. I refused to grow for ten straight years. Does that last one count as a confession? Sure. Why not?



First things first. My name is Ben (I think I’ll keep my surname off the record, at least for now) and I am a drug addict. Or so they tell me – and who am I to argue? Substance-free one week as of this morning, to the evident satisfaction of my sponsor, Dr Felix, who happens also to be the director of this clinic: the St Augustine Wellness Centre for Drug and Alcohol Rehabilitation, a detox tank and monitored care facility for the rich and the rich-by-proxy, for the gouged, the spent, the luckless, for the terminally upper-middle class. It’s a fun-time place, the Centre. Check out the cheerless day room with its Lego sets and board games, the racks of pious pamphlets dense with self-chuffed shibboleths in ten-point type. Check out my fellow inmates, with their untenanted eyes – each of them a stove with the pilot light snuffed out. Dr Felix – who calls himself not my sponsor but my Partner in Recovery, capital letters very much sic – is Harvard-accredited and privately rich. Despite this he resembles a man who has laboured for decades at some shady and debilitating job: police informant, maybe, or unlicensed surgeon. His eyes are sunken, as though rimmed with kohl. His ears are pale and elongated, like the curved white interiors of mussel shells. He is unpredictably jovial. He is also unpredictably hostile – prone to outbursts of mean-spirited wit at my expense. Perhaps this is a therapeutic tactic. Every day at noon I report to his office. The wooden blinds are always drawn. In the grounds of the clinic the sun shines, the flowers bloom. I would rather shoot myself than go outside. I sit there in the partial darkness, clutching the flaps of my beltless towelling robe, not speaking. Dr Felix regards me, calmly. Through the blinds behind him sunlight stutters, like strobe lighting at some celestial rave. I would rather shoot myself. I would rather.

‘Here’s what you need,’ Dr Felix says. ‘You need to start talking. If not to me, then to yourself. I look at you and my suicide alarm goes pingpingpingping. Even for a recovering addict, you look like shit.’

‘You’re the worst addiction counsellor I’ve ever met,’ I say.

My relationship with Dr F is inherently asymmetrical. Like all outgunned armies, I have been reduced to committing cheap acts of terrorism, in the form of truculent remarks.

‘I’m the only addiction counsellor you’ve ever met,’ Dr Felix says. ‘I’d call it a privilege, but it’s no fun being somebody’s only hope. Depression is contagious, you know. I’m risking my own mental health every time you pop in here for a chat.’

‘Is that supposed to be a joke?’ I say.

My robe is beltless, by the way, because I am thought to be a suicide risk.

On the desk between us is a bulky notebook, hardbound, and what looks like the sort of gold-rimmed pen that my father used to brandish during episodes of boardroom piracy. These items Dr Felix now nudges in my direction. ‘We’re going to try an experiment,’ he says.

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Goodie.’

‘You’re going to write it all down,’ Dr Felix says. ‘In your own words.’

I make no move to pick up the notebook.

‘It’s not a suggestion,’ Dr Felix says. ‘It’s an order. I’ll be expecting regular updates on your progress.’

‘I don’t need a written list of reasons to hate myself,’ I say. I tap my temple. ‘They’re all right here.’

‘Don’t start with your father,’ Dr Felix says, ignoring this. He has removed his phone from his pocket and is frowning at the screen, as if it has just given him a terminal diagnosis. ‘Start with something easier. Your girlfriend, maybe. Or your friends.’

‘They were never my friends,’ I say.

‘Your girlfriend, then.’

My head shakes mutely of its own accord, as if to say: I can’t go there. No, not yet.

‘You used to write,’ Dr Felix says. ‘Or so you’ve told me. Now’s your chance to put together something actually meaningful.’

This is not the first time that Dr Felix has made cruelly offhand remarks about the worthlessness of my writing – my writing, which did, at one point, give my life the illusion of purpose.

‘So,’ I say, ‘it’s not enough that I mortify myself verbally with you on a daily basis. You want me to commend my self-abasement to the ages, too.’

Dr Felix looks up from the screen of his phone. ‘Your syntax and vocabulary are improving. A week ago all you could do was grunt and cry.’

‘It was a simpler time.’

Dr Felix leans across the desk and pushes the notebook and pen into my lap. ‘Writey-write,’ he says. ‘Chop-chop.’ He dismisses me with a flourish of his wrist.

At the door I find myself loitering uncertainly. ‘If I do write something,’ I say, ‘and I’m not saying I will. But if I do. Should I bring it to our next session, or—’

‘Christ,’ Dr Felix says, ‘I’m not going to read it. There’s enough bullshit in my life already.’

He has not looked up from his phone. With brisk thumbs he begins to type out a text.



And now for a quick personal message: Fuck you, Dr F. I bet you are going to read this. I bet you’re reading it right now – I bet you’ve snuck into my cell at night while I’m asleep and you’re flicking through these pages in search of psychological leverage, as if you needed any more than you already have. If so, I say again: Fuck you.

Yes, I’m writing. Yes, I’m writing in this notebook, as per instructions. But I’m doing it because I have literally nothing else to do, except stare in dazed horror at the ash heap that constitutes my life to date (or join my fellow junkies in their sad parade around the day room, which amounts, when you think about it, to more or less the same thing). Besides, it might be advantageous to have a complete written record of my mistakes – it will save me from having to dredge up all those suppurating memories afresh every time I happen to close my eyes or lie down in a darkened room.

There are no mirrors in St Augustine, because the inmates can’t be trusted not to break the glass and slash their wrists. We cannot see ourselves, as we weep and perspire, as we puke and totter and groan in the throes of detox. (As we pine for the only thing that made our lives worthwhile.) But writing is a mirror, whether you like it or not. In these pages I can see myself steadily and whole – the worst punishment I can think of. And so can you, Dr F, if you like.

Enter at your own risk, sucker.



Don’t start with your father, the man says. But where the hell else would I start? It was my father’s arrest that brought me here, although you could certainly say that I took the scenic route. I might, I suppose, start with The Lads, a phrase that I have always mentally capitalised without quite knowing why. Or I could start with Clio, who was – aside from being my girlfriend and my rescuer – my first enabler, in the sense that she enabled me to discover the solace and seduction of drugs (while remaining mysteriously immune to the lure of addiction herself: how did she do it?). Or I could start with BlueVista Marketing Solutions, where – according to the homiletic signage on the walls – THE BIGGEST ROOM IN THE WORLD IS THE ROOM TO IMPROVE. Or I could start with the Serbs – with Vuk and Nicolae and Ratko, with Maria, with Aleks the poet, with the crooked little skeletons and everything that followed. Or I could start with Nikki (Nikki!). Or I could start with the hideous afternoon on which I ran into my old school friend James Mullens in an expensive bistro in Ballsbridge, and the Serbian catastrophe was thereby entrained.

But no. I should start with the basics – of my life, of my decline. I should start with my father’s arrest.



It happened on a Friday morning in October. I was twenty-seven years old. I still lived with my parents. I had, in fact, never really stopped living with my parents. My father was still in the first year of his retirement, and looked, as far as I was concerned, all set to subside into the usual blameless afterlife of putting greens and clubhouse chats about his prostate – into the reward that awaits all bankers once they gain what my father himself once called, non-ironically, ‘the shores of settled prosperity’. My mother had also retired, in the sense that she no longer bothered to attend the wine-tasting courses or sewing groups or charity lunches that had served to while away her years as a housewife. Now she devoted herself full-time to tinkering with cocktail recipes at the well-stocked bar located in a repurposed broom cupboard just off our spacious entrance hallway. As for me: I was in the fourth year of a PhD programme in the English department of a well-known Dublin university.

In these four sentences I adumbrate an Iliad of error and illusion. Trust nothing, Dr F, from here on out.

I was woken at 7 a.m. by the sound of someone hammering on our big front door. From my bedroom window I spied three cars parked in our lengthy driveway: cheap sedans of metallic blue. I had stayed up late, flirting via Google Chat with a girl I had met in a Hegel reading group. I had made serious plans to stay in bed till noon, or later. Now my day was out of whack. Groggily I padded downstairs, still in boxers and a T-shirt.

In the kitchen four enormous men were standing: two in dark pinstripe suits, two in vests of fluorescent yellow plastic. There was an aura about them of hurried shaves and tepid coffee – the aura, I suppose, of Irish officialdom, bearing bad news. This is it, I thought. Somebody’s dead. It was a peculiarly exciting notion.

The kitchen was a crisis tableau. My mother leaned against the Belfast sink, her arms folded tightly across the blazer of her Hugo Boss executive business suit. My father also was in business mufti: in his case, a three-piece Louis Copeland, complete with watch chain and purple pocket square. It was as if they were already dressed for somebody’s funeral. The room smelled of freshly brewed tea.

‘Ah, Ben,’ my father said, with a smile. ‘Nothing to worry about. Just a formality. Wouldn’t you say, lads?’

He turned his smile on the men in the pinstripe suits, who folded their hands in front of their crotches and shuffled as if they were forming a defensive wall on a soccer pitch.

My mother adopted an expression I knew well: as if she had been unexpectedly taxidermied at the precise instant that she had discovered a live rat in her gin and tonic. ‘It had better be,’ she said.

One of the yellow-vested Guards picked up a framed photograph from the sideboard and looked at it. It was a photograph of a greyhound.

‘Shoot for the Stars,’ my father said. ‘That was the first dog I ever won a hundred quid on. Nineteen seventy-seven. Used to spend my weekends at Shelbourne Park. I should head over there some night. Lots of free time. The curse of retirement.’

Beside the photograph on the sideboard was a model clipper ship on a wooden stand. It had been a retirement present from my father’s colleagues at Atlas-Merritt, his bank. With a clublike finger the Guard probed its intricate rigging.

That clipper ship. My father used to spend hours fiddling with it – trimming the sails, lashing the gunwale (please insert the bullshit nautical phrase of your choosing). It was the closest thing he had to a hobby. He loved complex, miniature things. In a way, that ship synecdochised him more efficiently than even the electric golf trolley whose wheels he religiously cleaned every Monday evening, or the midnight-blue Landcruiser that marooned him in its interior acreage in a way that used to make me think of a tiny Jonah in the belly of a mechanical whale. He was a small, intricate thing himself, my father. The only thing he didn’t have in common with the clipper ship was fragility.

One of the suited men – he was bald and had a gingery moustache that drooped at the sides – coughed and said, ‘I’m afraid…’

‘Ah, yes.’ My father was using his jolly-hockey-sticks, home-by-Christmas voice. He turned to address me. ‘Just going to pop down the station with the lads here and sort a few things out. It’s Bray you’re taking me to, isn’t it? Sure, the missus here can pick me up later on.’

The atmosphere of crisis seemed to be draining from the room. But I was slow to catch up. ‘Who died?’ I said.

My mother made a derisive noise. ‘They’re arresting your father.’

For quite a compelling moment I imagined my father in the dock for murder: the striped prisoner’s jumpsuit, the look of fake contrition. But whom would he have killed?

The kitchen was cold: my mother was stingy with the central heating. I hugged my arms and tried to stand there in my boxers as if everyone else in the room was also wearing jammies.

‘What for?’ I said.

The man with the gingery moustache scratched his chin as if gratifying a muscular tic.

‘I have to advise you,’ he said to my father, ‘that you may not be returning home this evening. You should budget for an overnight stay.’

‘Ah,’ my father said. He fiddled one-handed with his wedding ring – he had a habit of twisting it round his ring finger using his thumb and pinkie. ‘Should I pack a bag, do you think?’

‘We’ll provide the necessaries.’

I seemed to have missed something. ‘Hang on,’ I said. ‘What’s the charge?’

The Gardaí seemed to defer to my father, as if he were in charge of things. My father whisked his hand vigorously in the air beside his head.

‘A complete and total misunderstanding,’ he said. ‘Which I’m going to help these gentlemen clear up at their earliest convenience.’

‘Speaking of…’ said the man with the gingery moustache.

‘Right you are,’ my father said.

In the driveway my father paused to give my mother a kiss. ‘Won’t be long,’ he said, as if he were popping out for a quick nine holes before lunch.

The Guards led him to one of the blue sedans. One of them held the rear door open, like a chauffeur. Into the sedan’s open boot a yellow-jacketed foot soldier was depositing bundles of files and bound documents – the contents, I assumed, of my father’s study cupboards. The gravel turnabout was littered with yellowing crab apples. Past the gatepost I saw the black plastic of television cameras, glinting through the leaves of the dogwood hedge.

‘This is a vendetta,’ my mother said.

I scratched my head. ‘That doesn’t seem like a realistic assessment, Mum.’

‘It’s all lies,’ she said. ‘They’re out to get him.’

‘Who?’ I said. ‘Who’s out to get him?’

My mother closed the door. I followed her into the dining room, where she removed her high heels, put them on the solid oak table, and massaged her bunions thoroughly. Beside the shoes was a vase of tulips. The blooms smelled like cold rubber gloves.

‘I don’t understand what just happened,’ I said.

‘Why don’t we have a nice vodka and lime,’ my mother said.

‘It’s not even eight o’clock,’ I said.

‘Some of us have been awake for hours,’ my mother said.

It was only later that I realised what my mother’s business-suit-and-high-heels combo meant. It meant the same thing as my father’s watch-chain-and-pocket-square combo. My parents were dressed for business at 7 a.m. They had known the Guards were coming.



That was the beginning. The charges, it turned out, were plain enough. My father stood accused of stealing €600 million from the books of his own bank, Atlas-Merritt plc. The day after his arrest I spotted him on the front pages, as I bought my daily pack of Marlboro Lights in the Student Union shop. There he was, his image duplicated in rectangular ranks, like the results of a Google image search, or the tessellated squares of a Warhol silkscreen. In the paragraphs below were some technical details, about dark pools and hibernated loans, which I skimmed. My interest in the particulars of the case was, and would remain, minimal. Not because I didn’t care, but because, in some fundamental way, I simply didn’t believe that these details pertained to an actual event, to wit, my father’s evolution from a man who had so little imagination that he owned seven ties of the same make and pattern into a criminal genius of historic proportions.

My father had returned from Bray Garda station that morning. His watch chain was no longer threaded through its appointed buttonhole. Shaking his head, he let the chain spool onto the sideboard.

‘They made me take it off and give it to the desk sergeant,’ he said. ‘They asked for my shoelaces, too. I had to tell them, these are slip-ons.’

My mother had driven him home. Now she returned to the vodka and lime she had poured for breakfast and left half finished.

I noticed that the kitchen clock had stopped, at three minutes to midnight.

‘So that’s it,’ I said. ‘You cleared it up.’

‘I told them,’ my father said. ‘I said, I understand. You’ve got to chase up every angle. The money is missing and people want to know what happened. They were extremely respectful, I have to say.’

‘Okay,’ I said.

‘The main thing is for you not to worry,’ my father said. ‘This doesn’t change anything substantial. You’ve nearly got the doctorate wrapped up, so there’s nothing for you to be concerned about.’

The morning sunlight, pouring through the boundary beeches in the garden, was causing leaf-shaped shadows to shimmer on the hardwood floor.

‘Right,’ I said.



I did not, as it happened, nearly have my doctorate wrapped up. What I did have was a folder on my laptop labelled PhD, which contained three unfinished conference abstracts and two thousand words of a draft chapter that my supervisor, Prof. O’Farrelly, had described, during our most recent meeting, as ‘skeletal’. The total computer memory occupied by the contents of this folder added up to 42 kilobytes. By contrast, the total computer memory occupied by the folder of downloaded pornography next door ran into the thousands of megabytes.

My thesis was supposed to be on A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, which I had read as an undergraduate and immediately adopted as a kind of lifestyle handbook. At one point, around 2013, I spent several hours online trying to source an ashplant walking stick so that I could more closely resemble Stephen Dedalus as I strode around campus writing epiphanies in a notebook and conducting Thomistic debates about the nature of aesthetics. Luckily I found no ashplant walking stick. I settled for trying to read Thomas Aquinas in cafés, and eventually for simply rereading the college chapters of A Portrait once a month or so. But it turned out that admiring Stephen Dedalus to the point of idolatry was not an adequate preparation for undertaking works of original scholarship about James Joyce. The size and scope of the extant critical literature on Joyce had long since defeated me. Now I regarded my old underlined Penguin Popular Classics copy of A Portrait as a kind of embarrassing ex-girlfriend to whom I was still attracted but with whom things had not really worked out. Every so often I had an idea that seemed to point the way forward for my ailing thesis: What about the theme of confessionalism? Is that something? These notes accumulated in the sparse pages of a dedicated notebook. Notebooks, notebooks. My life existed in notebooks long before Dr Felix challenged me to record the story of my disgrace. Something in that, perhaps. Or maybe not.

Until the morning of my father’s arrest, and for several weeks after, none of this bothered me. I didn’t really want to be an academic. I had other, grander plans. Instead of working on my thesis, I was working on a novel. When it was published, this novel would deliver me in a single stroke from any obligation to pursue a career (university lecturer) for which I could muster up no passion whatsoever. By enrolling for a PhD, four years previously, I had signalled to the world – i.e. to my father – that I was taking my professional prospects seriously and that I should be left to attend to my researches in peace. That I had attended to another dream entirely was all part of my plan – the plan, let me say, of a consummate fool.

My father, of course, had wanted me to study law, or to ‘take articles’, which seemed to mean ‘become an accountant’, though I was never 100 per cent clear on this. When I first told him, ten years ago, that I had been accepted to study for an English degree, he swallowed the news gradually, over the course of several hours, the way a snake swallows a small goat. Eventually my mother staged one of her sporadic interventions on my behalf. ‘You can move into law with an English degree,’ she pointed out, and that was that. My father began to enthuse about ‘the great tradition of lawyers who write’, and I was free to spend four years reading, which is, I now suspect (now that it is all too late), the only thing that I have ever actually wanted to do.

That English degree wasn’t the first time that I had disappointed my father. He was an easy man to disappoint. Take the time he dragged me to a Schools rugby match. I was twelve years old. Picture us, clearing the turnstiles of the stadium in Donnybrook: my father short and stocky in his stylish pea coat, me in my shapeless jumper and precisely creased jeans (ironed not by my mother but by one of a succession of maids whom my parents described collectively as ‘the women’). It was a Sunday afternoon clash between, oh, let’s call them the Blackrock Old Barbarians (us) and the Belfield Visigoths (them). My father, of course, was a loyal Old Barbarian, still full of school spirit thirty years on. And I would be a disloyal Old Barbarian myself, starting that September. We were late. The players were already on the field. At the edge of the stand my father paused and looked around – possibly with a flat hand pressed nautically to his forehead, though my treacherous memory may be adding that in. Suddenly the ball came towards us in a lazy spiral. Seamlessly my father caught it, took a short, swift run, and hoofed it with the toe of his loafer – WHAP! It sailed between the posts of the near goal, twenty yards down the line. The crowd gave an admiring cheer. My father grinned and waved and reached out an unconscious hand to push me forward, as if to say, My son, ladies and gentlemen! A veritable chip off the Old Barbarian block! And to everyone who shook hands with him afterwards, he said, ‘And Ben, of course, will be trying out for the Junior Squad himself this year.’

If any of these friends and well-wishers noticed the look of crucified boredom on my face, they were tactful enough not to mention it. When, two weeks later, I was not called up to play for the Old Barbarian Junior Cup Squad, my father said, ‘Oh,’ and never mentioned it again.

So you see, Dr F: I had no choice but to grow up and become someone else.



What does it mean to be the only son of wealthy parents? It means that you don’t have to make your way in the world, because somebody else has already done that for you. I never left home because I never had to. For ten years – between my seventeenth and twenty-seventh birthdays – my father paid me an allowance: €1,500 a month, rising to €2,000, in line with inflation, when I began my PhD. The money was deposited directly into my bank account. My college fees were paid. (I didn’t even need to sign the giro.) There was also, during these money-blizzard years, a steady sleet of coyly palmed banknotes, of bags full of new clothes left wordlessly on my bed, of bedroom decor overhauls and birthday gift certificates and costly orthodontic refits – and that’s before you get to the lavish family holidays, in Biarritz, in Cannes, in Venice, in five-star condos on the Amalfi coast. I wanted for nothing – isn’t that how kept wives traditionally put it, Dr F? After finals, my father sent me to San Diego for the summer. I didn’t bother to get a job while I was there. I knew that if things got rough – if I ever actually did achieve the impossible and run out of money – I could simply call my dad. And I didn’t bother to get a job when I got back, either: for a year, between the ages of twenty-two and twenty-three, I leaned and loafed at my ease, living off what I once described to an acquaintance as ‘my private income’. It is surprisingly easy to lose a year – to spend twelve months doing absolutely nothing. Especially if your parents happen to be looking the other way.

‘What we’re talking about here,’ Dr Felix said yesterday, when I told him the gist of the above paragraph, ‘is privilege. You were and are a privileged person.’

‘I was a privileged person,’ I said. ‘Not am. And hang on. I don’t accept that. Privilege is a bullshit idea. Oh, you’re privileged because your parents were rich. You try living with my parents and tell me you feel privileged.’

Dr Felix raised a wispy eyebrow.

When I thought about my father’s job, as a child, I imagined him swimming through a magically permeable landslide of gold doubloons, like Scrooge McDuck, or beadily totting up enormous stacks of pennies at a dusty actuarial desk, like Bob Cratchit. That these images continued to strike me as realistic depictions of my father’s career well into my twenties might say something about what it means to be a rich kid, with a rich kid’s problems. Then again, it might say something more specific, about what it means to be me.

The established family narrative was that my father had fluked his way to the upper reaches of the upper-middle class through a combination of good luck and a stolidly bourgeois work ethic. ‘I was in the right place at the right time,’ he would say, whenever he was called upon to reveal the secret of his success. By the right place, he meant a boutique investment bank that had swollen during the boom until it counted 15 per cent of all fungible Irish real estate among its Assets Under Management. (This statistic courtesy of my father himself, who tended, at family mealtimes, to act as if he had just been called upon to deliver an off-the-cuff speech to industry leaders.) By the right time, he meant the boom itself. I have come to view this narrative with a degree of scepticism, for reasons that are perhaps less obvious than they might at first appear.

He was the second son of a Wicklow farming dynasty, which meant that he could still surprise you, on a family drive, with his knowledge of things like soil pH or drainage. His older brother, who had inherited the farm, died unmarried just before I hit my early teens. My father promptly sold the land to one of his developer friends, who turned it into an apartment complex.

‘Land is the only asset you can really trust,’ he told me, as we toured the site. The cowshed in which he had learned how to deliver a calf was now a concrete footer, six metres tall.

We lived in a mock Queen Anne house in a southside suburb that I should probably leave unnamed, in the interests of et cetera. The northeast corner featured a witchy turret, done in cod-Baroque style. The interiors, supervised by my mother during the Great Remodelling of 2004, were icily contemporary. Highlights of the Great Remodelling period included the morning the exterior wall was removed from the kitchen, and I found my mother staring out into the garden past piles of dusty bricks with her eyes narrowed like Captain Ahab on the deck of the Pequod, saying softly to herself, ‘It will be worth it. It will be worth it.’ And it was worth it, in a way: when the Remodelling was over, we had underfloor heating, a smart fridge with built-in ice dispenser, and a fresh set of kitchen cabinets adorned with unnervingly vulval clamshell handles (to store the food that our maids would cook for us). And that’s before we get to the Lounge, the Den, the Study and the TV Room, each like a room in a showhouse: the books and magazines arranged just so, the carpets deep-pile, the couches vast and square and immovable as standing stones.

‘That’s that,’ my mother said, when the last of the builders had left. Then she went to the broom-cupboard bar and mixed an old-fashioned, minus the bitters, soda water, and the traditional orange-peel garnish. She never said a word about interior decorating ever again.

This was the house in which my dreamy childhood elapsed, and in which my dreamy adulthood began and eventually ended. From here every morning my father drove in his Landcruiser to Baggot Street, where he occupied a series of increasingly eyrie-like offices in the HQ of Atlas-Merritt. He became CFO, then CEO, then Chairman. He was famous for his probity, his reluctance to take risks. On the night of 29 September 2008, when the cabinet was meeting to avert the collapse of the banks, my father was at home in bed, reading a paperback thriller called (if I remember rightly) See You in Hell, Darling. When a journalist finally got in touch with him, the next morning, to ask what he thought of the state deposit guarantee, he said, ‘A nod is as good as a wink to a blind man on a galloping horse.’ He was briefly celebrated for the gnomic inscrutability of this remark.

‘We were the only bank in the country that wasn’t overleveraged,’ he would say, if he happened to be in a reminiscent mood. ‘And we had a serious liquidity backstop. When they announced the guarantee, we were the only bank in Ireland that didn’t need it.’

At his retirement party, in the hotel complex at Druids Glen, his grateful clients presented him with the clipper ship, and a jeroboam of champagne. My father accepted both items generously, waving away his lack of embarrassment. The band – a string quartet, hired for the evening – played ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’. The point of the clipper ship was that my father had been ‘a steady hand on the tiller’.

‘So that means you’re sunk without me,’ he said, causing the crowd to laugh indulgently.

Later that evening – I had gone outside to fidget with a cigarette – I saw my father standing on the terrace. He was alone. His hands were in the pockets of his suit. It was the sort of posture in which another man might have looked up at the country night sky (a black cloth, webbed with diamante-stud stars like a cheap Debs dress) and reflected on the progress of his life. But my father was staring straight ahead, into the darkness that covered the golf course. His expression was neutral – bereft of affect. His mouth was closed. He looked empty. Or, no: not empty. Blank. I turned away, convinced that I had seen something taboo, or perhaps – more disturbingly – that what I had seen was actually the absence of anything worth seeing, a nothing that had, for an instant, taken the shape of my father, for reasons of its own.

All of these things happened to me, and I had no idea what any of them meant until seven days ago, when I was driven to St Augustine, in the grip of the longest, harshest comedown of my life, and everything began, at long last, to make sense.



‘Your father lost his brother,’ Dr Felix said, as we were wrapping up today’s curative exertions. ‘What do you remember about that?’

‘What does that matter?’ I said.

‘You think death doesn’t matter?’

‘Nobody made a big deal out of it.’

‘Did your father cry?’

I laughed.

‘How old were you?’

‘I don’t know. Eleven. Twelve.’

‘And it wasn’t a big deal.’

We had been trading barbs for two hours. I was desperate for some time alone in which to weep and curse and sob. Also for a cigarette or twelve. ‘Don’t you have other patients to badger?’

Dr Felix winked. ‘Yeah. But none of them are as much fun as you.’



When I got back from my wasted summer in America, my father made one of his periodic attempts to instruct me in the facts of life. He sat me down at the dining room table and delivered his stump speech about wealth and responsibility. My task, he said, was to choose from among a range of opportunities that people from less privileged backgrounds would kill to get a sniff of. I could practise law – if I didn’t fancy being a barrister, there was a good living to be made in conveyancing, which was a low-pressure gig if what I wanted was time to write. Or I could become a managerial consultant – he named some firms, mentioned the possibility of foreign travel. I could even – here my father’s manner became artificially offhand – skip a few stages at Atlas-Merritt and learn the ropes of investment banking.

As he outlined these possibilities my father punched keys on the oversized electronic calculator that he used to do the household accounts, entering in the digital display a random seven-figure number that seemed to hint at the sort of astronomical salary I might take home if I set aside my creative ambitions and allowed him to ‘pull some strings’.

My heart felt glutinous in my chest. For a moment I imagined myself occupying an eyrie-like office on Baggot Street, and foresaw, with a sense of panic and doom, the regularity with which my father would pop his head round the door to say, ‘Just popping my head round the door!’ Then, vaguely, I wondered what conveyancing meant.

‘Actually,’ I said, in a moment of terrible inspiration, ‘I was thinking of doing another degree. You know, postgrad.’

‘Smurfit,’ my father said, nodding. ‘An MBA.’

‘I was thinking more literature,’ I said.

My father looked at his calculator. After a moment, he pressed the button marked C. The long string of numbers disappeared.

A deal was struck. My father would fund a few years of graduate study at my alma mater. ‘Doing the PhD,’ he said, as if to hear how it might sound over drinks in the bar of the K Club. As well as defraying my fees, he boosted my pocket money to €2,000 a month, retrieving the paternal calculator once again to explain how I might successfully save enough, over the course of three doctoral years, to cushion myself while I interviewed for teaching jobs later on.

This advice I scornfully ignored. As far as I was concerned, I had pulled off a major coup: I had managed to wangle another three years in the library, another three years of smoking and flirting outside the Arts Café, another three years of not working in an office or wearing a suit or pretending to know what a managerial consultant did.

I dreamed up a thesis proposal and pitched it to Professor Moira O’Farrelly, herself an eminent Joycean and one of the few members of the English department who was willing to overlook my 2:2 degree and my evident lack of practical sense and agree to sponsor my graduate studies. With her grey pebbledash cardigans and her owlish specs (and her bookshelves full of Derrida and Foucault), Prof. Farrelly seemed to me one of those institutional fossils whose grasp on reality has long since been eroded by time and by a basic sense of job security. Nonetheless she was a crucial ally in my covert war against my father’s plans. For a year or so after my faith in my thesis collapsed, I continued to placate her with bibliographies and trumped-up notes for chapters. But my heart was elsewhere. I was working on a novel. And this novel was going to save my life.



‘Why do you think your father tried to get you to follow in his footsteps?’ Dr Felix asked this morning. He was clicking away fruitlessly at his computer screen, trying to install a Windows update.

‘Why do I get the feeling you’re not giving me your full attention?’ I said.

‘When you say something interesting, I’ll let you know.’ Dr Felix waved the pointer of his mouse around. ‘Fifty-three per cent. It’s been saying that for ten minutes.’

‘He wanted me to be just like him,’ I said.

‘Who?’

‘My father, for fuck’s sake.’

‘Just like your father,’ Dr Felix mused. ‘You mean busy? Respected? Financially secure?’

‘I mean a mindless business drone.’

‘Are you absolutely positive,’ Dr Felix said, ‘that your father wanted you to be just like him?’

‘Don’t parents always want their children to turn out just like them?’

‘Most parents want their children to be happy,’ Dr Felix said.

‘That must be where my father went wrong,’ I said.



My novel. Christ. Do we have to do this? I suppose we do. I had started it during my summer in America, scribbling excitedly in one of those marbled notebooks that American students use for school assignments. It was called Decay: A Report. It had no plot, as such. Instead I imagined a series of vignettes, each ending with a climactic moment in which one of my protagonists confronted the naked barbarism of life in the terminal years of the West. (There was going to be a shocking description of the murder of a homeless man that was, I now see, lifted wholesale from a similar bit in American Psycho, and another, even more shocking description of a house party that turned into an orgy, inspired by an actual occasion upon which I had attended a house party and two girls I knew from our school’s collaborative Transition Year musical had kissed each other in the living room.) In practice, the manuscript devolved into several tenuously linked accounts of affairs with girls I had known in college, and thence into explicit descriptions of things I had done with these girls in bed. In fact, I may as well admit it now: the sexy bits were the only parts of Decay: A Report that I ever actually got around to writing out in full. The remainder of the text abided, for all my daydreaming, stubbornly in the realm of the conjectural. It’s possible that the printed manuscript of Decay: A Report languishes still in my childhood bedroom, beneath a pile of semen-encrusted socks or a trove of sticky magazines, occupying – as it should – the lowest rung of the masturbatory ladder. Then again, it’s possible that it was junked along with everything else when the house was put up for sale. I could, I suppose, ask my parents if they know what happened to it – if they took it with them, when they left.

But I won’t be doing that, now, will I? For so many reasons: no. I won’t be doing that.



Working on Decay: A Report in the Eng. Lit. section of the college library, I was, in my artless way, happy or something like it. Even now – here in the Hotel Anhedonia – I find I can summon up a sharp nostalgia for the smell of buckram bindings and photocopier ink, for the ghostly image of desks and stacks reflected in the wall-sized windows on a winter’s night, for the vague erotic frisson of studying next to a pretty girl, with her specs and her pencil case and her textbooks on microbiology – and her golden forearm, just out of reach across the desk. What I thought I wanted was this: to be left alone in the college library with my books and my novel for the rest of my life. What I thought I wanted.

Moving on.



Perhaps, pace Dr Felix, I wasn’t entirely self-deluded. In school, after all, I had been the class brain. ‘Serious question,’ Sean Sweeney once asked, turning to face me in assembly. ‘Do you, like, read the dictionary?’ (We’ll be hearing a lot more about Sean Sweeney in these pages, so buckle up.)

Even a nerd less thin-skinned than I was might have felt the need to scan these words for mockery. But I didn’t bother. In his way, Sweeney (that year’s tight-head prop, whatever that is) was according me a certain respect. I was the smart one, and that was okay with him. The jocks found it perfectly acceptable for me to sit alone under one of our school’s ancient beech trees at lunchtime, reading Notes from Underground or scribbling on a refill pad. In six years at Old Barbarian High, no one ever punched me or called me names, and before you try to suggest that I got off easy because I was my father’s son, well, in rugby schools no one gives a shit about who your father is. That stuff only matters after college, by which time it has become the only thing that matters.

On the other hand, it was clear to everyone at Old Barbarian High that, of the two or three acceptable ways in which it is possible to be a heterosexual man, I had, with my books and my crusades against religious cant (and with the arch tone of voice in which I expressed my disdain for professional sports), chosen suboptimally. In Old Barbarian High there were men-men, book-men, and wimp-men. I was our year’s best example of the book-man type. And while I had my place, everybody knew where that place was. And it was not the same place commanded by the men-men: by Sean Sweeney and his First Team friends, who occupied their time with protein powders and 6 a.m. drills, with mean-girl girlfriends and with the scrupulous maintenance of parentally purchased, climate-change-accelerating cars.

Sean Sweeney and his friends grew up, of course, to become The Lads – that granitic crew of jocks and jeerers, those slab-like avatars of heedless privilege, with their monster-truck shoulders and their buzz-cut designer dos. They grew up to become my business cronies, The Lads, they were my partners in the Serbian deal, and although almost every aspect of this sentence so far is a lie, I liked them – even loved them, in a way. In what way, Ben? Oh, let’s say: in the way you love your family, i.e. until you start to think about it.

What was the difference between The Lads and me? Our fathers were rich; we went to the same private school; we all tried to game a system that was itself a game. To that extent, we were alike. The difference is that The Lads were cool with things. They accepted the world into which they had been born. It never crossed their minds that things might have been ordered differently – that a kinder, or at least less vulgarly acquisitive, emphasis might have been chosen, back when the human species was first getting its shit together. The world they happened to live in – networked, brainless, awed by money, super-dense with artificial pleasures, rigged from above in their favour – was, for them, the only possible iteration of the human case. They were fine with it. It didn’t bother them. And I never learned the knack of this – I never learned the knack of being at home in the given world.

Add this to the list of my confessions.



How am I doing so far, Dr F? I hope you’re happy with the family stuff. I’d hoped to get through this whole account without mentioning my mother at all, actually – or perhaps by mentioning her only indirectly, like Perseus (is it?) looking at the Gorgon in his shield. If it’s okay with you, I might skip over the real childhood stuff, or save it up for later. I have the strangest feeling that I’m running out of time.



Immediately after my father’s arrest a kind of phoney-war period began: three or four weeks in which it seemed as if absolutely nothing had changed. There was my father, doing nothing (besides ‘organising some files’ in the air-conditioned shed at the bottom of the garden). There was my mother, doing nothing (besides drinking). And there was me, doing nothing (besides trekking into college and tinkering with the sexy bits of my largely unwritten novel). For whole days at a time, I saw no reason to be alarmed.

Every so often – and despite my best efforts – I caught a glimpse of some online news coverage: Former Atlas CEO [REDACTED], widely admired for steering his bank through the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, now faces difficult questions about the fate of over €600 million in misappropriated funds…

If I was able to dismiss this stuff from my mind, it was because I found it impossible to imagine my father doing something so ambitiously sly. If you had asked me, in those days, to sum up my father in a single word, that word would have been guileless. Oh, he might have been party to the odd sub rosa business deal – even then I wasn’t stupid enough to assume that he could have become CEO of a major investment bank without occasionally engaging in some vaguely criminal mischief. But as far as I was concerned there was absolutely no way that he had the gumption, or the wherewithal, to become the most significant financial criminal in the history of the state.

Besides, I reasoned, if my father had spent ten years creaming profits to the tune of over half a billion euro, then why weren’t we even richer than we were? Why did he keep telling me to get a job? Why hadn’t he gotten the leaky gutter above the deck in the back garden fixed? Why had he installed a deck, for Christ’s sake?

That the situation was worse than any of us was willing to admit was not a possibility that I seriously entertained until my father arrived at the door of my bedroom one evening in late October and said, ‘I was thinking of heading down to the driving range in Greystones. Hit a few balls. Want to come with?’

In some families this is probably a perfectly normal thing for a father to say to his son. In our family, it was unprecedented. Out of morbid curiosity, I said yes.

We drove along the motorway as dusk obscured the eastern sky in sooty increments. To the left was the racecourse complex for which my father’s bank had fast-tracked the finance, back in 2006. To the right were brand-new office blocks: the Atlas-Merritt logo (it was a stylised bodybuilder, holding up the armillary sphere of a hollow world) appeared on a hoarding as we sped past. I used to wonder if my father ever found it oppressive, driving around a city that was littered with his corporate spoor. But that just tells you how imperfectly I understood his world.

My father found a covered tee and set himself up with his driver and his bucket of hired balls. The fake fairway was enclosed by a huge green net, as if to keep out enormous mosquitoes. My father addressed the ball with his pro-coached waggle. WHAP! He sent a Titleist soaring out into the refrigerator light. The giant mosquito net trembled.

‘Bastard,’ he said. ‘Sliced it.’ He teed up another ball. ‘I’m reminded of a joke.’ WHAP! ‘When you’re getting ready to – you know. Make love. You help each other take your clothes off. But when you get dressed after, you do it alone. The moral of the story? Nobody helps you when you’re fucked.’

‘That’s fucking offensive, Dad,’ I said.

My father waggled and paused. ‘How close would you say you are to finishing the doctorate?’

‘Actually—’ I began.

‘Four years,’ my father said. ‘You must be nearly at the finish line.’ WHAP! ‘Get up, you hoor.’

‘There’s, uh, there’s been a few delays.’

‘The reason I ask,’ my father said, ‘is that we’ve hit a bit of a snag. Financially speaking.’

I said nothing.

My father switched his driver for a three wood. ‘I suppose the main thing is that the house is in your mother’s name. We were careful with that.’

‘The house,’ I said.

WHAP! ‘The long and the short of it is this. CAB have frozen the bulk of my assets. I’ve spoken to Gerry Mason about it and he says he can get us sorted with some short-term finance, pay the bills and so on. And the key thing to remember is that you’ll always have somewhere to live. The house isn’t going anywhere.’

I vaguely recollected that CAB stood for Criminal Assets Bureau. ‘So basically,’ I said, with a hopeful tinge to my voice, ‘this changes nothing. Right?’

My father looked out at the tall green nets. ‘What it means,’ he said, ‘is that certain outgoings will have to be curtailed.’

I made an uncharacteristically sharp deductive leap. ‘You can’t pay my fees.’

‘The money is there,’ my father said. ‘I just can’t get at it. If I were you, I’d aim to get the thesis in some time in the next few weeks. Because after that, you’re on your own.’

In some secret corner of my brain I felt a tug, and then a slump, as if some crucial beam or joist had finally given way to rust or metal fatigue. For a vertiginous moment, I contemplated the reality of my position. I had no income, no job prospects, no means of paying the €7,000 in fees that were due that month, no thesis to submit, no novel. I also had no savings. I had spent every penny of my allowance every month, in obedience to the well-known economic law which states that your expenditure will always grow to match your income, especially if you’re an idiot. Most remarkably of all, I now had no father who could help me with any of these problems. At the back of my mind, for as long as I could remember, had been the reassuring thought that if becoming a writer somehow didn’t work out, I could always give in and let my father get me a job at Atlas-Merritt. This, I now realised, had been the signature on the bottom line of my daydreaming. Now the chequebook had been torn up and all my debts were coming due.

‘You’re cutting me off,’ I said.

My father took another swing. WHAP! ‘It’s going to be rough for a while. We’ll have to tighten our belts. But your savings are safe. CAB can’t come after those.’

‘My savings,’ I echoed.

‘And the main thing to remember,’ my father said, ‘is that all this is temporary. There’s no real evidence against me. I know you’ve heard us talk about the possibility of this going to trial.’ Had I? ‘But believe me when I say that won’t happen. Certain people…’ He paused. ‘Certain people would very much like to see me go down. But they won’t be getting the satisfaction. I’m not a man who holds grudges. I fight fair. I know I taught you to do the same thing. So we’re going to fight this. Above board. I suppose what I’m trying to say is don’t worry. This will all get sorted. Okay?’

He grinned and teed up another ball.



Labouring over these pages, I experience incredible inner resistance, anxiety, heaviness of soul, as if—



Interrupted, just there, by my usual lunchtime chat with Dr Felix. One of the burly monoglot nurses – I think his name is Piotr – fetched me from my cell and escorted me to the main man’s office. Today the Doc was garbed in tennis whites and had left a graphite racket propped against his desk. The whites did nothing to alleviate his sepulchral pallor. He moved his pen across some paperwork and sat back, giving me the once-over. IT WORKS IF YOU WORK IT, said a sign behind his head.

‘Your mother’s drinking,’ he said.

‘I hope you’re not suggesting,’ I said, adopting a tone of exquisite Oxonian condescension, ‘that I took drugs simply because my mother was an alcoholic.’

‘I’m not suggesting anything,’ Dr Felix said. ‘I’m saying it straight out. Your mother’s alcoholism has given you severe psychological problems.’

‘That’s a bit neat, isn’t it?’ I said.

‘This isn’t a humanities seminar.’

‘I told you,’ I said. ‘I took drugs because I like taking drugs.’

‘We all like taking drugs,’ Dr Felix said. He is fond of reminding me that he is himself a former user, though he has refused to disclose his drug of choice. (My bet is downers. According to a pamphlet I was given on the day I first arrived, Dr Felix was an emergency-room doctor for five years. Doctors always go for downers.) ‘We like taking drugs because of our severe psychological problems.’

‘My problem isn’t psychological,’ I said. ‘My problem is that I’m an easy mark.’

‘So we agree on something,’ Dr Felix said. ‘See you tomorrow.’



You know what? Fine. Fine fine fine. I’ll write about my mother. Let’s try to give the thing some epigrammatic snap, at least. My mother was a banker’s wife who perfected the art of secret drinking at some point in the early 2000s, when I was eight or nine years old, and then, spurred by the restless ambition that drives all true professionals, moved on to non-secret drinking in the early 2010s, when I was in my early teens. As certain characters in fiction never appear without their signature accessory, my mother in my memory never appears without a tumbler or a snifter or a flute or a shot glass or a punch cup in her hand. In a memoir I read when I was twenty-one, I encountered for the first time the phrase high-functioning alcoholic, and I thought, Oh, so that’s what she is. It made perfect sense: the daytime cocktails, the glass of wine on the bedside table, the effortless ability to perform routine chores (driving, cooking, talking on the phone) while shitfaced.

It wasn’t that my mother was cruel, or abusive, or distant. She wasn’t. Her personality never changed. She drove me to the library and directed me to the children’s section. She read stories to me at bedtime. She was a conscientious custodian of family lore: she would happily tell you about the time my father almost hit a deer while driving her to the hospital for a prenatal checkup, or the time I ate ashes from the grate as a toddler, or the time she stood in a playground for three straight hours because I had found a swing I loved and didn’t want to stop. She just drank all the time – while all of these things were happening.

For years I assumed that this was simply what mothers did. I can’t remember how old I was when it occurred to me that my mother wasn’t like the mothers of my friends – those energetic housewives and career women, who despite the omnipresence of paid domestic help might nonetheless occasionally be glimpsed ironing a school shirt, or popping out to the garden to pluck socks like stiff grey fruit from the washing line. I didn’t know quite what to make of the fact that my mother never did these things. I took my cue from my father, who never said a word about it.

By the time I graduated from college, I understood my mother’s drinking as less a problem than a hobby – something to keep her busy, as the hours slowly passed. I did what kids do, when their parents are basically stable and predictable: I stopped worrying about it. I knew that my mother loved me – after all, she was the one who, when I recklessly announced one evening at the dinner table (aged, what – sixteen?) that I wanted to be a writer, said, ‘You should do it. There’s great freedom in it.’ A remark, I now see, that contains a great deal of pathos, though I was too busy feeling vindicated to notice this at the time.



Clio – my darling Clio – used to maintain that everyone had a spirit animal, and that mine was a badger. ‘Because you’re so grumpy and so cute at the same time,’ she explained. In this, as in so many other things, Clio was wrong. My spirit animal isn’t a badger. My spirit animal is an ostrich.

The day after my father told me that he was no longer able to pay my fees, I went into college and knocked on the door of my supervisor, Prof. O’Farrelly. I had not seen her in six months. This was by mutual, if tacit, consent. Our relationship had deteriorated to the point at which I walked two kilometres out of my way every morning in order to avoid the Humanities building. Now she was my only hope.

Her office was plastered with conference posters and her desk was piled high with manuscripts and student essays. Behind her swivel chair were bookshelves containing complete sets of James Joyce Quarterly and Irish University Review. Here was a vision of the life I might already have earned, if it had ever occurred to me that I needed to earn anything. On the wall beside her desk was a framed print that said: ‘FOOD FIRST, THEN MORALS – Brecht’. The professor herself wore half-moon glasses that gave her face a permanent expression of ironic amusement.

Trying not to cough and splutter – or perhaps I was simply trying not to burst into tears – I explained that my family had run into some financial difficulties and that my fees for the year might be delayed.

Prof. O’Farrelly indicated, by elevating her nose a couple of millimetres, that she was well aware of my family’s financial difficulties. I had, it seemed, contrived to forget that the details of my father’s arrest had been national news for the last three weeks. Then she waited for me to make my pitch.

‘I wondered,’ I said, ‘if there was maybe a scholarship I could apply for, to cover me for an extra year.’

‘People who apply for scholarships,’ Prof. O’Farrelly said, ‘typically do so months in advance of the beginning of the academic year. The next round is in February.’

‘I thought you might be able to pull some strings,’ I said.

Prof. O’Farrelly said nothing.

‘Like,’ I said, hurrying to fill the silence, ‘I don’t know. With the scholarship committee.’

‘Which particular scholarship committee did you have in mind?’ Prof. O’Farrelly said. Her manner was bland.

‘I also wondered,’ I said, after a moment, ‘if there was some way to stagger or defer my fees. Again, just for this one year.’

Prof. O’Farrelly folded her arms. ‘There is an option to go off books. Typically this would be arranged for a student who’s made substantial progress with their research and can be trusted to return for a final semester.’

‘I’ve made substantial progress,’ I said.

‘Do you have a draft?’

‘I can put together a draft.’

‘By the end of the week?’

I was silent.

Prof. O’Farrelly’s tone softened. ‘How many semesters have you been here now, Ben?’

‘Eight,’ I said.

‘And you think you need another year?’

When I got home, my father was sitting in the conservatory, using a rusty awl to dig dried mud from between the cleats of his golf shoes.

‘I’ve dropped out of college,’ I said.

My father let a lump of mud fall onto the pages of an old Sunday Business Post that he had spread at his feet. I could see the questions queuing up behind his eyes. But he said only, ‘That’s a pity,’ and grimaced, before returning to his cleats.



It was a week later, I think, that I got home from town (I had been aimlessly dawdling around Stephen’s Green, wondering if I should submit the extant pages of Decay: A Report to a literary agent) to find a ragged squad of protestors gathered at the front gate of our house. Two dozen people – many of them middle-aged men, some of them the sort of undergraduate socialists whom I had strenuously avoided during my own undergraduate years – waved signs that said things like PROSECUTE FINANCIAL CRIMINALS (the students) and WHERE’S MY PENSION? (the middle-aged men).

I wasn’t remotely surprised to find my father standing in the middle of this group, holding a fat red Thermos and a sleeve of paper cups. He was listening with one hand pressed to his cheek while a young man with a shaved head made a complex point about the shadow banking system. But of course he was. This was how my father operated. He tended, during periods of crisis, to carry on like the hero of a film about British flying aces trapped behind enemy lines. What ho, chaps! Pip-pip! See it through! In fact, this basic impression of my father remained so vivid in my mind that it survived several weeks of accumulating evidence that he was no longer, as he himself might have put it, 100 per cent tickety-boo.

‘Don’t use the house phone,’ he said one evening as I passed his study door.

‘What are you talking about?’ I said.

‘The landline,’ he said. ‘Incoming calls only, and don’t say anything that might be used against us later.’

‘Are you saying,’ I said slowly, ‘that you think the house phone is bugged?’

‘We can’t be too careful,’ my father said, before closing the study door in my face.

A few days later, he asked me if I knew anything about keylogging software. ‘They can use it to find out your passwords,’ he said, scratching the chin he no longer bothered to shave.

He made a series of late-night trips to the recycling bins, carrying big pappardelle nests of shredded paper. He cleaned out the shed at the end of the garden and lit our ancient barbecue, on whose grill he proceeded to immolate stack after stack of documents, turning the blackened pages with a two-pronged fork and waving the smoke away from his eyes.

He locked himself in his study for extended sessions on a gym-scale rowing machine (also liberated from the garden shed). Every evening for hours at a time the noise of this machine came grinding up through the ceiling into my bedroom, like the labourings of a troubled conscience.

He also became monomaniacal on the subject of financial prudence – insisting, for example, on doing all the grocery shopping himself. (Formerly, of course, this had been my mother’s job, which meant, in practice, that a superabundance of luxury goods was delivered to our door every Monday by a private shopping service. In one haul, once upon a time, I had chanced upon fourteen jars of Fortnum & Mason cognac butter. My mother had presumably meant to order fourteen bottles of cognac, and clicked the wrong link on the online form.) Once CAB had frozen his assets, my father abruptly became a sad little fixture of the matriarchal weekday morning streets of Sandymount and Blackrock, trotting along with his red twine bag and his hand-scrawled list of staples. ‘Eighty cents for a bag of red onions!’ he said. ‘You can’t do better than that.’

In his downtime he took to muttering darkly about the Minister for Finance and the National Asset Management Agency – ‘The number of people who stayed out of NAMA because of me’ was one phrase I managed to overhear – while he puffed away on a stale Romeo y Julieta out on the back-yard deck. He waved his arms and ranted as the cigar smoke cast its frail grey scarves against the shedding beeches.

One morning I found a tattered spiral notebook open on the dining-room table. The words FINANCIAL REGULATOR had been circled in red. Beside them was a small stick-figure, pointing a gun at its own temple.

It must also have been around this time that I chanced upon an envelope on the hall carpet, addressed to ‘The [REDACTED] Family’. As a member of said family, I opened it. I found a green-inked letter with no salutation or signature. Some phrases from this letter still chime against my inner ear: Prickface retarded cunt with your smug idiotic grin, went one of them. I was also struck by Hope your kid rots from every disease going. Not knowing what else to do with this letter, I left it on the desk in my father’s study. I wonder if he ever got around to reading it. Or, no: delete that. Because of course he did. He got around to reading it all.

A night or two after this my mother cornered me in our food-crammed utility room (which she insisted on calling ‘the pantry’), where I had gone to find some pickles for a sandwich. She was carrying a large rattan basket full of my father’s Charvet shirts (his collection ranged from white with blue pinstripe to blue with white pinstripe: all the colours of the corporate rainbow). Under my sceptical gaze she set the basket on the tiled floor and began to stuff shirts into the washing machine.
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