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Acclaim for In the Cut


‘This book will keep you up all night and give you chills. Both relentlessly menacing and transgressively brilliant, In the Cut is a twisty, nerve-shredding reading experience. A rare breed of literary thriller that manages to be deeply disturbing, violently erotic, and truly unforgettable’


Sharlene Teo, author of Ponti


‘I am in awe of In the Cut, a book about violence and sexuality that pays meticulous attention to language in a sharp, sardonic voice that calls to mind Lorrie Moore and Lydia Davis. It is extraordinarily unrestricted about female desire and sexuality, a completely propulsive reading experience and simply one of my favourite books’


Megan Hunter, author of The End We Start From


‘I’ve never read anything like In the Cut. The lethal precision, repulsive and propulsive, cerebral and visceral, makes it the kind of intelligent thriller that takes you over completely. Seductively at first, then in a chokehold. When I finished I was ready to pass out’


Olivia Sudjic, author of Sympathy and Exposure


‘Strange, uncomfortable, compelling, shocking, hot, scary. The scariness of the book arises from what feels like being trapped in the protagonist’s head – the way she treats the people around her like specimens, as though she’s conducting a forensic autopsy on the world’


Kristen Roupenian, author of Cat Person


‘In the Cut is surely one of the most underrated books of all time. Moore navigates the claustrophobic streets of a seedy New York and the dark, hidden avenues of female desire with equal grace, rewriting the thriller template with an elegance that proves totally devastating. She looks unflinchingly towards the darkness and finds beauty there as well as old, inescapable truths about what it means to be a reckless woman in a world of dangerous men’


Sophie Mackintosh, author of The Water Cure


‘A remarkable novel that is erotic, intelligent, and daring’


Vanity Fair


‘A master class in the writing of sex, the writing of death’


Irish Times


‘Cruel and refined … gut-deep and risky … lurid, yet truthful, graceful, subtle and brutally intelligent … A story you will never forget’


Elle


‘Extraordinary … A complicated thriller that taps fiction’s deepest potential’


Time


‘I was so mesmerised I stopped taking notes. I was in her power, and she could do whatever she liked’


Newsday


‘An erotic thriller that described female sexuality in a way no man would know how to hazard’


Guardian
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I don’t usually go to a bar with one of my students. It is almost always a mistake.


But Cornelius was having trouble with irony.


The whole class was having trouble with irony. They do much better with realism. Realism, they think, is simply a matter of imitating Ernest Hemingway. Short flat sentences, an adjective before every noun. Ernest Hemingway himself, the idea of him that they have from the writing, makes them uncomfortable. They disapprove of him. They don’t like him or the white hunter in “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber.” The bravado, the resentment in the writing excites them, but they cannot allow themselves to feel it. Hemingway, they’ve decided, Hemingway, the person, isn’t cool.


I considered giving them Naipaul to read, A Bend in the River or Guerrillas, but I decided that they would be so sensibly outraged by the beating, murdering and dismemberment of women that they might not be able to see the intelligence in the books. I wondered if they would like Graham Greene. Brighton Rock perhaps. But I had forgotten, I don’t know how, the dream in which the murderer, straight razor in hand, says only two words: “Such tits.”


Stream of consciousness, which some of them thought at first was stream of conscienceness, doesn’t seem to give them much trouble. They think it’s like writing down your dreams except without punctuation. Some of them admitted that before completing the Virginia Woolf assignment they’d smoked a little dope and it had helped. They make these confessions to me in a shyly flirtatious way, as if they were trying to seduce me. Which, of course, they are. Not sexually, but almost sexually. It would be sexual if they knew any better. And someday they will. Know better.


But irony terrifies them. To begin with, they don’t understand it. It’s not easy to explain irony. Either you get it or you don’t. I am reduced to giving examples, like the baby who is saved from death in the emergency room only to be hit by a bus on the way home. That helps a little. Cornelius said that he preferred realism to irony because irony turned conceived wisdom on its head. Whether he meant to say conventional wisdom or received wisdom, I don’t know. I was so distracted by an image of wisdom being turned on its head that I simply nodded and let him go on. Irony is like ranking someone or something, he said, but no one knows for sure you’re doing it.


That’s close enough, I said.


I am beginning to sound like one of the spinster ladies who used to take an interest in me in boarding school, except that they used to bemoan (a word they often used) the lack of manners, civility, and the incidence of haphazard breeding, rather than illiteracy. I hope that I don’t turn into Miss Burgess in her good Donegal tweed suit, her snappish red terrier at heel, the dog’s own tweed coat beginning to fray where it rubbed against his tartan leash. Summers in Maine with her companion Miss Gerrold in a cottage fragrant with mold. It doesn’t seem that bad, now that I’m imagining it. Hydrangeas. Blueberries. Sketching on the rocks.


I admitted to my students that I am writing a book about regionalisms and dialects, including the eccentricities of pronunciation. I want them to know that I am not against dialect, or even misusage. I like it. I like that kids now think that Nike is a word of one syllable. Why wouldn’t they? Nike isn’t a goddess. It’s a shoe. The winged shoe of victory. Despite my interest in idiomatic language, however, I do not want them to use phonetic spelling. I do not want to see motherfucker spelled mothafucka. Not yet. Get it right first, I said, then you can do whatever you like. It’s like jazz. First learn to play the instrument.


Cornelius raised his hand last Tuesday and asked, I’m afraid, if I did not think my book on slang was a diss. A diss to whom? I asked. Stressing the whom.


Cornelius waited for me at the end of class. The others lingered around him, gathering their things slowly. He said, people like you think the brothers are guinea pigs. The way we talk and shit.


The others looked at me, no longer concealing their interest.


I walked out of the room.


He followed me.


The bars in my neighborhood fill me with dread. French tourists studying subway maps, and pink teenagers from Rockland County who look and talk like they’re about to explode, perhaps with rage. I hope it is rage, since they have much to be angry about, even if they don’t know it. The blank-faced thirteen-year-old girls with fake IDs and nose studs hoping to meet some sweet-talking Jamaicans; the black boys from the projects in those wide-legged shorts that hang below the knee, and Nautica windbreakers, the shorts making the elaborate running or hiking or telephone-lineman shoes that they wear look enormous and unwieldy, the boys jerking restlessly on the streets outside the bars with bottles of malt liquor in brown paper bags.


Just the thought of Bleecker Street makes me a little anxious. Stores full of baseball caps and silver-plated ankhs. Nowhere is there a sense of peace.


Cornelius and I sat at the bar in the Red Turtle. He took off his Walkman and ordered a rum and Coke. I said hello to Lothar, the bartender, and ordered a beer.


Cornelius gestured at the Walkman. “Smif and Wesson,” I thought he said.


“Smith and Wesson? You’re listening to guns?”


“Not Smith. Smif. It’s regional. What you like.”


He made me smile.


“And ironic,” he said.


“I think it’s you who’s ironic.”


I had once asked him if he would trash-talk for me, a form of humorous verbal intimidation. There are regional styles. In Chicago, for example, it is called signifying and it must be in rhyme. It hadn’t been a success, Cornelius talking trash, or woofing as he calls it. He’d been inhibited. You can’t just woof whenever you feel like it, he said.


He was having trouble with his term paper. That is why he wanted to see me. He didn’t want to flunk another class, he said. He needed the credits.


I had asked my students to take a true story, a fact, a line from a newspaper or magazine, and turn it into fiction. An attempt to make them write about something other than themselves. It was called, rather grandly, The Re-created Event. I had encouraged them to look for a story in papers like the National Enquirer.


And Cornelius had. He wanted to know if he could turn his news clipping of the execution of John Wayne Gacy for the killing of thirty-three young men into an imagined conversation that he, Cornelius, had had with Gacy on the telephone. He wished to write about the sadness it had caused him to feel. Before his death, Gacy’s voice could be heard on a 900-number by anyone interested enough to pay three dollars a minute to hear Gacy explain that he didn’t kill those boys.


Cornelius told me he had spent close to forty-five dollars listening to the message.


I didn’t know what to say.


“No,” I said. “This is not supposed to be about you, Cornelius.”


“You said in class once that every word a writer writes, even the conjunctions, even the punctuation you said, is a reflection of him or her.”


“I don’t think I said ‘or her.’”


He smiled.


“I’m going to the bathroom,” I said.


That was my second mistake.


I walked to the back of the bar. There was the smell of fried garlic and spilled beer. I did not see any bathrooms, or signs for bathrooms. I went down a flight of stairs to the basement. My eyes are not very good, so I put on my glasses. There were still no signs to help me along.


I opened a door into a room full of aluminum kegs of beer. I stopped at the next door. It was slightly ajar. I leaned against it, and the door opened slowly.


It was a small room. There was a metal desk. A coffee mug was on the desk, and a small lamp and a digital clock. The number on the clock changed with a loud, reluctant click. The lamp was made from a neon beer sign. In one corner was a jukebox, a plastic garbage bag thrown over it. There was an old sofa.


And there was a man sitting on the sofa.


His head rested against the wall, his face in darkness. I could see the rest of him clearly, illuminated in the small circle of pink light from the lamp. His suit jacket was on the back of the sofa. His tie was loose, one of those muddy-looking ties you can buy on the sidewalk in front of variety stores, displayed alongside the orderly arrangements of headbands and blank cassettes. His hands lay on either side of him, indecorous, matter-of-fact, the pale palms turned upward in a gesture of supplication. There was a tattoo on the inside of his left wrist.


His legs were apart. Long. Slack. He wore black lace-up shoes and thin black socks, the kind of socks worn by a man who is vain about dress. His shoes needed a shine and that made me wonder about the vanity. There was an alluring symmetry to him, as if he were meditating, or balancing, or cajoling himself into what he knew would be uneasy sleep.


On the floor was a woman. Her hair was spread across his lap. She was kneeling, her hands on his thighs. She moved her head back and forth with a dipping motion as she took his cock into her mouth, then drew it out, then took him in again. I thought to myself, oh, I don’t do it that way, with a hitch of the chin like a dog nuzzling his master’s hand. The sound of her mouth was loud. She gave a little sigh and shifted her weight, quickening her movement. He lifted his head slowly and saw me standing in the doorway, my hands crossed on my chest as if I were about to be sacrificed.


He did not turn away. And he did not stop her. She made another little moan, just to let him know that she was getting tired, and he put his hands on top of her bobbing head, bunching up the red hair, gripping her, letting her know, letting me know, that he was about to come and he didn’t want her to fuck it up by suddenly deciding to lick his balls.


I wanted to see his face. He could see mine.


He lifted her hair so that I could at least see his cock moving in and out of her mouth, her hand around him, sliding him up and down in time with her mouth. I could see that.


There was a stiffening in his thighs and she worked faster for a short quick time, and then there was a barely audible intake of breath as if he weren’t going to give away any more than he had to, not even his breath, especially not his breath, and he held her head to him tightly. She began to slow down as he came, and I thought, this girl knows what she’s doing.


I backed out of the room like a thief and he still did not turn away, his hands in her hair, holding her there so she could not see me, so it was just the two of us.


I did not go to the bathroom. I ran up the stairs, looking over my shoulder, suddenly afraid that someone had seen me standing in the doorway of the basement room.


Cornelius was not at the bar. He had ordered fried mozzarella sticks to take out. Said he had work to do. Something about a murder. Lothar winked at me. Haven’t seen you in a while, he said.


When I paid the bill, I noticed that my hands were shaking.


It was a few days before I began to wonder why I kept forgetting to take my gray skirt to the tailor. I realized that I did not want to walk past the Red Turtle. I was keeping to my side of the park, what I think of as the Henry James side, even though those of us who live on the Square admit quietly amongst ourselves that he never lived on the Square. For a very short time, he lived around the corner on Washington Place, on the site of which there are now several quite handsome New York University dormitories.


I walked to the building on University Place where I teach twenty college freshmen what is optimistically called Creative Writing. (To my surprise, Cornelius was not in class. He seemed to be staying close to home, too.)


I walked to the market for half-and-half and cranberry juice. I walked to the post office on Thirteenth Street and Sixth Avenue where a radio is tuned to a rhythm-and-blues station and the line of silent, anxious customers snakes forward in step. I had to mail a book that I had borrowed, an oeuvre érotique, to my former husband, who is strict about things like borrowed books, as well as eroticism. He had written to remind me that I’d had the book for two weeks. The postal clerk, swaying in time to Sonny Boy Williamson, looked at the package and asked loudly, Santos Thorstin? the Santos Thorstin? Making me wonder if perhaps he had a better idea of who Santos Thorstin was than I had. My Santos Thorstin is a fashion photographer who lives in Paris, but I had not realized that his reputation extended as far as the Thirteenth Street post office. Perhaps it was that series of photographs of murdered Bengali child prostitutes that had been turned into art postcards. I think often of something he once said to me: I’m sick of beauty. The clerk asked if it was true that I knew Santos Thorstin, and if I did, would I bring him in the next time he was in town?


So I kept to my side of the Square.


I live in two rooms on the third floor of a brownstone on Washington Square. As I have no doorman, and my parsimonious landlord pretends that there is no intercom system because it would ruin the design of the nineteenth-century front hall, it is impossible to control what my landlord calls the ingresses and egresses of the house. There are two doors to the house, one opening into the entrance hall, the second interior door leading to the stairs. I know that it is not a very safe system, just pushing the buzzer and allowing whoever has rung downstairs to come into the house. But I am lazy. Sometimes I am not properly dressed, or rushing to finish a paper, or expecting a friend, and it is easier to push the buzzer than to run downstairs.


When I was married to Santos Thorstin and lived in London, studying Middle English grammar, the hall porter tried to blackmail me. The mister would be so surprised, he said, by the gentleman who has come to call during his absence. So there is luxury in the knowledge that I may come and go, and my guests may come and go, without being noticed, although Pauline points out that I could be lying next to the six-slice toaster, a melted fork in my hand, every hair singed off my body, and it would be weeks, well, days before anyone found me. Fine with me, I told her.


In other words, had I known that it was Cornelius downstairs, wearing expensive camouflage, I might not have answered the bell. I cannot claim that I was expecting anyone, just that it was two-thirty in the afternoon—not an hour I usually associate with harm. I don’t push the entrance buzzer at three in the morning.


He did not want to remove his Army jacket. He did not want to sit down, even though he thought my mother’s steel garden chairs were cool. He did not want to stay. Only to give me money.


I was confused.


“From the bar,” he said. “My half of the check.”


He took six dollar bills from his pocket and put them on top of an open notebook on my desk.


“I tried to find you the other night,” he said. “When you went to the bathroom. Where were you? I waited a long time.”


“I couldn’t find the bathroom,” I said.


He stared at me. “Is that all?”


“All?”


“All I owe you.”


I nodded, wanting him to go, turning away from him and putting my hand on the doorknob.


As I had chosen not to keep hours after class, I felt that it was unfair not to be accessible to my students in some way, especially since they were participants in a special city program for teenagers of what is called low achievement and high intelligence. One or the other of them often trails after me when I walk home. When we reach my stairs, I take out my keys and say, Until next week then. Do you think I should change my major? one of them will ask. To what? I ask. To writing; change it to writing books. Well, I answer slowly, if you’re a writer, you’ll know it. Who would choose to be a writer?


Perhaps foolishly, I had given them my address and telephone number. It would have been better, I see now, to have arranged to meet in one of the small rooms allowed to lecturers. There would have been boundaries. Restrictions. A clock on the wall. It would have been better than having Cornelius, dressed as a Green Beret, in my living room.


“I’m almost finished my paper,” he said. “I want to show it to you. It would help and shit.”


I hesitated.


“What you working on that’s better?” he asked.


“I’m writing about language.”


“Shit. You like that shit?”


“I do. I like, for example, that you add ‘and shit’ to the end of a sentence.”


He was embarrassed and I realized that he thought I was making fun of him.


“You going to write that down? What I say?” he asked.


“Maybe. I’m interested in what you say. In what all of you say.”


“Guinea pigs.”


“No.”


“You should be paying me.”


“You think so?”


“Yeah,” he said. “This is valuable shit, man.” He sighed and put his hands in his pockets. “I’ll do whatever you want. Chill if you want to chill, go to the store if you want to go to the store.”


“I have work to do,” I said. “That’s what I want to do.” I could hear horses, police horses going into the park.


“This is your scenario, man,” he said.


He brushed against me as he went through the door, his black Ranger boots loud on the wood floor. I closed the door behind him, and locked it, and because the bolt makes a loud sound when it is turned, I knew that he would hear it sliding into its rusted grooves, and I was glad.


I went to the movies with my friend John Graham. We ate Thai noodles and shrimp at a restaurant on Thompson Street that is decorated to look like a grocery story in Shanghai. Pre-Mao. You can buy the props—bags of rice and Vietnamese fish sauce. He walked me home across the park, the Rasta drug dealers watching in noisy amusement.


I extended my hand, as always, and he took it and pulled me toward him to kiss me on the cheek, and said, good night, Frannie, and I said, the movie was good and that noodle place isn’t so bad now that the models have moved on, and he agreed.


I closed the heavy street door behind me, pushing it with my shoulder to make sure that it was locked. I stooped to pick up the piles of Chinese menus that had been pushed under the door, and I saw a small white card sticking out of the corner of my mailbox.


It said Detective James A. Malloy. New York Police Department. There were two phone numbers in the top right corner.


Neither of which I thought I would call.


I used to keep a shopping bag full of the things that had been left on the stoop or pushed into my mailbox until the bag finally ripped at the sides. It had in it, among other things, a demo cassette of an elderly Welsh poet reciting eighteenth-century Cockney rhymes; a nude Barbie doll bound and gagged that my landlord brought upstairs to give to me—it had been on the Greek Revival doorstep all afternoon, he said warily, was it mine?—and a box of condoms, each one engraved or, more accurately, embossed with my name, the letter i dotted with a heart, a gift which I knew was meant for me, which I could not with absolute certainty say about the other gifts, and which I assumed had been left by someone I’d once dated.


So, needless to say, I threw Detective Malloy’s card away.


By the time he knocked on my door two days later, I had forgotten about it. It was only when he handed me another card that I realized that the card in my box had, after all, been meant for me.


“Can I come in a minute?” he asked in a low pleasant voice. “It’s better than talking in the hall.” He looked over his shoulder as if someone were standing there, listening. He held his jacket by the back of the neck. His shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbow and there were wet half-moons under his arms. I wondered how he had gotten inside the house.


I was working on my monograph on Portuguese words in Rhode Island slang, but I felt that I couldn’t use that as an excuse. I decided that if he noticed my notebooks, I’d say that I was writing in my diary. A safe girl-thing to be doing. Not that I had anything to hide from Detective Malloy. I just know from experience that trying to explain what it is that I write, what it is that interests me, makes me sound a little foolish, a little ineffective.


He held out the card until I took it, the card perhaps a way of letting me know that he really was a policeman, not a stockbroker in a paisley tie who spent his lunch hour bothering women. It occurred to me for a moment, being a resident of New York City, to ask to see his badge, but that would have embarrassed me.


I invited him inside.


“Nice place,” he said, looking around quickly. “Been here long?”


“Not so long,” I said. He was big. Tall. I could smell his cologne. It was strong and sweet, a little musk in it, a little drug-store, which usually gives me a headache. “Six months,” I said. “I used to live on Seventy-first Street. Do you know that people once said they lived in a street, not on it? I lived in Seventy-first Street.”


He smiled, and I realized something that he already knew. I was nervous.


He laid his jacket over the back of the sofa and sat in one of the steel garden chairs. The chair swings low to the ground when there is weight on it, and he looked startled when it dipped close to the floor for a moment. He reminded me of a ballplayer past his prime, the old muscles still twitching, just not so fast anymore. I couldn’t imagine him chasing anyone down the street. But then detectives probably didn’t do that.


“I’m doing a canvass in your neighborhood,” he said.


He looked at the jade hairpins on the table. “There was a woman murdered on the sixteenth,” he said. “That would be Tuesday the sixteenth. Last Tuesday sometime between midnight and two in the morning. Me and my partner are questioning people in the neighborhood. Her body—” He paused. “A part of her body, to be exact, was found across the street in the park here. I wanted to talk to you in case you saw or heard anything unusual. Saw anybody.” He had a faint accent. He pronounced “saw” as if it had an r at the end of it. He lengthened his vowels, stretching the second vowel so that “exact” sounded like exaaact.


“There are hundreds of people in the street at night,” I said. “All night long.”


He nodded. “We came by the other day,” he said, “me and my partner, but you must of been out.”


He looked at the jade hairpins again, each a different shape. They had belonged to a Chinese maid in my grandmother’s house in San Francisco, whom I think of tenderly as the only person, as far as I know, that my mother ever loved. When I was a child, I’d thought the pins must have belonged to a queen. Later, when I saw the kind of hairpins used by rich Chinese women, the pins covered with knobs of coral that looked like raw meat, carved with inscriptions beseeching male children and long life, they were not as beautiful as the pale jade sticks.


“What are they?” he asked, picking them up and holding them in his outstretched hand.


“Guess. No one has ever guessed correctly.”


“No one?”


He was interested in this game, I could tell.


“Utensils,” he said. “Utensils of some kind.”


“In a way,” I said. I wondered if he had a gun.


“They’re old,” he said. “Jade. Are they for a female?”


“No questions allowed,” I said.


He was suddenly bored. “Tell me,” he said.


I shook my head, and I realized that he’d been trying to work up the interest to flirt with me. His eyes were the kind of blue that would change with the light, or the color of his shirt. They were, at the moment, opaque.


“No,” I said.


He sighed in dismissal and stood up, the chair swaying beneath him. “My ex-wife collects dolls,” he said. He put the hairpins back on the table, lining them up absentmindedly, and I suddenly wondered if he was neat. I imagined that he, too, had a collection of dolls. Lined up neatly.


“Did you see or hear anything, by the way?” he asked. “The night of the sixteenth, morning of the seventeenth? You never answered me.”


He picked up his jacket and took a pen and a small stenographer’s pad from the inside pocket. He flipped the pad open with one hand. He saw me looking at the pen. It was a maroon Mont Blanc ballpoint. He held it out to me.


“Fake,” he said. “It’s a cop thing.” He winked.


“No, I didn’t see or hear anything unusual,” I said. “I sleep with the windows open.”


“Do you?” he asked, looking up from the pad. “All the way open?”


“Who was killed?” I asked. “Not my landlord, I know.” I was surprised by my flippancy. I was still nervous. But now I knew why.


“An actress. Twenty-six years old. She worked part-time in a after-hours gambling club. She was last seen in a bar around the corner. A cop bar, as a matter of fact.”


“A cop bar?”


“Yeah,” he said. “It’s the Sixth Precinct bar. A lot of detectives go there.”
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