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      Peace had settled over the city like the skin on a rancid custard. Everybody wanted it, just not in that form. The forecast
         remained for rain, with widespread terrorism.
      

      
      When it came, the steady drizzle forced diners off the sun deck of the Rose-Marie. They congregated in unhappy proximity in the hold of the old ferry, robbed of prime contact with the murky delights of a
         fading Belfast winter. They chatted in subdued tones, their only views through misted portholes, and picked in a desultory
         fashion at their food. For a while it had seemed exotic, lunching out on the river, something rich, something unusual. But
         now the reality of their situation was starkly apparent. They were eating burgers in the interior of an old rusty boat cemented
         to the side of a polluted river, and they could do better than that at home. Children were crying. Waiters were slow. The
         drink was warm.
      

      
      I followed Cameron up top again, our drinks replenished. The tables were awash with ketchup and rain. Seagulls cried for the
         spring and sparrows chirped optimistically for a rainbow. We leant on the rail and looked out over the river at the rubbish
         on the far bank.
      

      
      ‘This could be New Orleans,’ Cameron said laconically.

      
      ‘Yes, Steamboat Bill, it certainly could.’

      
      I spat into the brackish water. It looked tastier than my pint.

      
      ‘So anyway,’ Cameron said casually, as if he hadn’t been working his way up to it all afternoon, ‘what do you know about Bobby
         McMaster?’
      

      
      He gave me a little smile as he said it; everyone did when they mentioned McMaster.

      
      ‘Fat Boy McMaster?’

      
      He nodded. I shrugged.

      
      ‘How do you rate him as a fighter?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Well, he’s not Sugar Ray Leonard, but not many are.’

      
      ‘No, he’s not that.’

      
      I knew Fat Boy McMaster well enough. I’d written a few articles about him over the years. Big, friendly guy, in the wrong
         profession. He’d been a heavyweight boxer for six years, the Irish champion for two. That, of course, meant nothing. It was
         like being in the Swiss Navy or the Dutch Mountain Rescue Team. He’d ventured outside Ireland three times, been beaten twice
         and drew once. A week before, his manager had somehow been able to wangle him a shot at the European title, stepping over
         a number of legitimate British contenders in the process. It had more to do with money than sense. He met Fabrice Benizon in Toulouse. Fabrice was
         no Ali himself, but had defended the title six times. Fat Boy accidentally butted him in the second round and took the decision
         on cuts.
      

      
      ‘He’s the best heavyweight in Europe,’ said Cameron, smiling again, ‘he has the belt.’

      
      ‘The belt round my trousers would be harder to win, Sam.’

      
      I wasn’t sure if I liked his smile. Too few teeth. He had a Dublin accent. I like a Dublin accent, in women, but it made Cameron
         sound cynical and manipulative. Shame how an accent can do that. His hair wasn’t the best either, as if his mother had cut
         it with a broken bowl. But he wasn’t a bad chap, for an editor. He was on his way to offering me an assignment for Irish Sports World, and he liked to lead up to offering me negligible money and abysmal working conditions by warm beering me in exotic locations.
      

      
      ‘What is it, Sam,’ I prompted, ‘an afternoon in a Sandy Row gym with the new King of the Ring?’

      
      He shook his head, then lifted his glass to his mouth and took several gulps, watching me with dark-rimmed eyes the whole
         time. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand. ‘What would you say,’ he said, ‘if I were to tell you that Fat Boy McMaster
         was to fight for the world title in New York next month?’
      

      
      I snorted. ‘The world title of what, eating?’

      
      ‘Boxing. The heavyweight title.’

      
      ‘I’d say catch yourself on, Sam. No fucking way.’

      
      ‘Yes, fucking way.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, Jackanory, Sam.’

      
      Cameron shook his head. ‘I’m serious. I mean, it’s not official, yet. Will be by the end of the week. You heard it here first.
         Fat Boy McMaster will fight Mike Tyson for the world heavyweight title in Madison Square Garden in three weeks’ time.’
      

      
      I lifted my glass and emptied it into the river. ‘Pish,’ I said.

      
      ‘I’m serious, Starkey. I had it straight from the horse’s mouth.’

      
      ‘Mr Ed, the talking horse, Sam?’

      
      ‘Mr McClean himself. You know he has the connections.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t let him connect my Christmas lights, Sam.’ I shook my head. Tutted. ‘Fat Boy McMaster is going to fight Mike Tyson?
         He’d have a better chance against that girl Tyson raped. You know as well as I do he’s invincible. And Rocky Marshmallow expects
         to be in shape in three weeks? Wise up.’ Cameron shook his head. ‘Tell me some more, Sam. Then give me the punch line. And
         I’m not excusing the pun.’
      

      
      Cameron opened his palms sympathetically to me. ‘I know it’s hard to believe, Dan, but, like they say, it’s a funny old game
         the fight business.’
      

      
      ‘Funny as a fire in an orphanage.’

      
      ‘Sure. But take Tyson. Since he got out of prison he’s cleaned up the division. What is it, a year, and he’s unified the four
         titles. Since he’s the undisputed champ, there’s a fairly straightforward punching order – he was signed to fight the official
         number two contender Marvin Simons on 17 March. Simons broke his leg in a car accident night before last, limped away from a four-million-dollar pay day in the
         process. Numbers three to five have all fought in the last month and don’t want to take the chance at short notice. Beyond
         five there’s no one of any real quality anyway, but Fat Boy winning the European title put him in at number eight. He may
         not be the greatest in the world, but he’s white, and the fight’s on St Patrick’s Day. Any clearer to you now?’
      

      
      ‘St Patrick’s Day?’

      
      ‘St Patrick’s Day. Makes sense, doesn’t it?’

      
      I nodded. ‘Sense to McClean.’

      
      ‘Sense to McClean, sense to Tyson’s people. I mean, you know his record, he’s beaten everyone out of sight. It’s hard to justify
         paying him millions of dollars every time he pulls on the gloves if he’s just going to blow them away in the first round.
         I mean, Americans have the attention span of a midge anyway, but you can stretch a point. The fans were bored. What have they
         been looking for since Rocky Marciano? The Great White Hope. Make him Irish and you’ll make a fuckin’ fortune. You know what
         they’re like over there. Most of them think they can trace their line back to Bernard the fuckin’ leprechaun, and that’s just
         the blacks. And see how crazy they go on St Patrick’s Day? So along comes McMaster at just the right time. It’s short notice,
         sure, but he’s in shape from the European fight. Can you imagine the hype they’ll put into it, Dan?’
      

      
      ‘Sam, don’t get carried away. McMaster can barely fill a church hall here. He can’t fight, he has the charisma of a bag of sugar and has more in common with tripe than hype. He is
         the Great Fat Hope. And you know it.’
      

      
      ‘Ach, Dan,’ Cameron exclaimed, bunching his fists, ‘don’t forget he has these! A puncher’s chance.’

      
      ‘He’ll get killed, that’s the chance he has.’

      
      ‘He won’t get killed.’

      
      ‘Sam, you know as well as I do how many Tyson’s put in hospital. And they were killing machines compared to Fat Boy.’

      
      Sam shook his head. ‘You don’t understand, Dan. Look at McMaster. What has he got? He’s semi-pro at best. He spends a couple
         of hours in the gym and the rest stacking shelves in one of McClean’s warehouses. What he earned for the European title wouldn’t
         keep you in drink for a month. This is his chance to earn a million. To make something of himself. Jesus, Dan, you’d do it
         for a million.’
      

      
      ‘I’d have a better chance, for fuck’s sake.’

      
      The rain began to thicken up. The birds stopped singing. The Lagan had a sullen, listless look about it. Everything looked
         as miserable as Fat Boy McMaster’s chances of landing the title. The only sound was the tump-tump-tump of the rain on the
         deck. Even the children down below had stopped wailing. I felt a bit sick, and it wasn’t entirely the warm beer.
      

      
      I was always a fight fan. I had only a handful of years on me when I listened to the Thrilla in Manila on the radio. I remember
         Jim Watt singing ‘Flower of Scotland’ every time he defended his world title. The mass hysteria that followed Ireland’s own Barry McGuigan to the featherweight crown. The sadly neglected but all-conquering flyweight king, Dave Boy McAuley.
         But McMaster was different. In Ireland he’d been okay, the biggest fish in a tiny pond. In the world ocean of boxing, he was
         less than plankton.
      

      
      His mentor, Geordie McClean, built his fortune in the insurance business, no bad thing to be in during Belfast’s roarin’ seventies,
         then branched out into supermarkets and pubs. Everything he touched turned to gold. He’d always been something of a boxing
         fan and a move into managing and promoting boxers had been a natural progression for an otherwise faceless moneyman who fancied
         upping his public profile. It could just as well have been politics, but he didn’t have an honest enough face to lie convincingly
         in public. So now, by fair means or foul, he had landed the big one: a shot at the world heavyweight crown. It didn’t matter
         that he was about to propel a piss-poor fighter from the undercard to the undertaker.
      

      
      ‘Imagine it though, Dan,’ Cameron was saying, ‘a Belfast boy fighting for the world heavyweight title.’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘what a way to go.’

      
      ‘Ach, Dan, there’s no romance in you.’

      
      ‘You might say that.’

      
      ‘I don’t like the sound of that.’

      
      ‘Yeah, well.’

      
      ‘You’re still together, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘Mind your own business, Cameron.’

      
      ‘How can you say that to me, Dan? Wasn’t I best man at the wedding?’

      
      ‘Worst, as I recall.’
      

      
      ‘Ach, Dan.’

      
      ‘Truth, mate. We’ve split up. Not much more I can say really.’

      
      ‘How long?’

      
      ‘A few months.’

      
      ‘Ach, that’s nothing. They say time’s a great healer.’

      
      ‘Aye, I know. I get the stitches out next week.’

      
      ‘Jesus, I didn’t like to say. She did that? Jesus, Dan, you’re always breaking your fucking nose. What’d she do that with?’

      
      ‘Her fist.’

      
      ‘Fuck, maybe she should be fighting Tyson.’

      
      ‘She’d have a better chance, Cameron.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t say that, Dan.’ Cameron drained the last third of his pint. He looked behind him, then tossed the glass into the river.

      
      ‘That was a bit stupid,’ I said.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Tossing the glass overboard. It’s pollution.’

      
      ‘What the fuck are you, the Green Hornet, Dan? All I did was throw a glass in. It’ll sink to the bottom and some dozy trout’ll
         get a bit of double glazing for his nest. You poured most of a pint of pish in, they’ll be pulling bodies out of there from
         now till Christmas.’
      

      
      I shrugged.

      
      ‘So you’re surviving okay anyway? You’re still at home?’

      
      ‘I have a bedsit. Wonderful.’

      
      Cameron tutted. ‘It must be hard.’

      
      ‘Usually is, then I think of Trish and it goes away.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, bitch, bitch.’

      
      ‘Yeah, well.’

      
      ‘Humour masking a broken heart.’

      
      ‘Humour masking a broken nose. Sam, I still can’t get my finger right up the left nostril.’

      
      ‘Of course, you could tell me to mind my own business,’ he said. He looked into my face. His nose was short and turned up
         a fraction at the tip. His crack-bowled hair, as dank as the Lagan, was plastered onto a broad skull, and little streams of
         water ran down his face. I had no idea why we were standing getting soaked on the deck of a crap non-floating restaurant with
         only the annually reconstructed skyline of Belfast to impress us. No idea but the fact that I quite liked him and the knowledge
         that eventually he would get round to offering me some loose change.
      

      
      ‘Mind your own business.’

      
      ‘But did you never think of a second honeymoon?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Rekindle the old love.’

      
      ‘Wishful thinking, Sam.’

      
      ‘Even if it was free? A good hotel, best city in the world, and a world heavyweight championship taking place down the road.’

      
      ‘Sam?’

      
      Cameron shrugged. It was a good shrug. Not up to my standards, but a good effort all the same.

      
      ‘I signed a deal with McClean for a book of the fight. Unlimited access to Fat Boy, McClean, the whole camp, the whole campaign. What do you think, Danny, could you do it?’
      

      
      I turned my back to the rail, splashed my foot down into a puddle. It was the best clean my Docs had had for months. ‘You’re
         asking me to write a book about something which is at the least misguided, at worst manslaughter.’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘You’re asking me to spend a lot of time with a no-hoper fat lad from Belfast who’s about to get brained for no good reason
         but cash, and write a cheap exploitative book about it? And for good measure spend a couple of weeks with a woman who has
         tried to kill me?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Okay,’ I said.
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      The day after I was arrested for punching my wife I was asked to write a book about boxing. My life is full of cruel little
         ironies like that.
      

      
      Don’t get the wrong impression. I didn’t just punch her out of nowhere. I punched her out of self-preservation, seeing as
         how she’d already lamped me five or six times and I was leaking more blood than you’d get with the average shrapnel wound.
      

      
      No charges were brought. She calmed down a bit and I got sewn up. And so to the reconciliation.

      
      While Patricia was in the bathroom I slipped into her bedroom. I was looking for, but not wanting to find, evidence of some
         further infidelity. I was surprised by how spartan it was. The room, not the evidence. Patricia’s domain was normally such
         a mess. But the carpet was clean, the bed was made, the walls were bare. The drawers were damp from being wiped. The only
         objects even vaguely out of place were a couple of paperback books by the bed. And a diary. And a pen. I . . .
      

      
      I heard the toilet flush and moved quickly back into the living room. There was certainly nothing to indicate another man.
         Suspicious in itself, on one level. That’s just it, boss . . . it’s too quiet. The diary almost invited perusal. But I had called
         unannounced. So there was no suggestion of her deliberately leaving it there to cover her tracks by false testimony, unless
         she was in a state of constant readiness and then there would never be a man in the place anyway . . .
      

      
      I told myself to shut up and stop worrying. I willed the knot in my stomach to disentangle. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust
         her . . . it was just that I didn’t trust her.
      

      
      Patricia emerged from the bathroom. She looked lovely. ‘So?’ she asked.

      
      ‘So what?’

      
      ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’

      
      ‘You’re experiencing pleasure right now? That’s a good sign.’

      
      I followed her into the lounge. She sat in an armchair. Only room for one. I took a seat on the settee and tried to look inviting.
         It had never worked before.
      

      
      ‘I was just passing,’ I said.

      
      ‘I was just going out,’ she countered.

      
      We looked at each other for a long moment. I wasn’t just passing, but she was going out. ‘Where?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Out.’
      

      
      ‘But where to?’

      
      ‘Just out.’

      
      I nodded. I didn’t want to know. I did want to know.

      
      ‘So?’ she asked again.

      
      I shrugged. ‘Just thought I’d call round and see what you were up to. See if you’d had any deep and meaningful thoughts about
         the meaning of life or marriage. You know, anything you might care to share with me.’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      It had all seemed so simple in the car.

      
      She laughed. A friendly laugh. Not mocking. She wore a nice black blouse, black stretch pants and some moderately high-heeled
         shoes. Her make-up was perfect. Her eyes were still a little hollow.
      

      
      ‘Dan, you’re scrunching your eyebrows up,’ she purred. ‘I know that look. You fear the worst. No, I’m not going out with anyone
         you need to know about. I’m going out with a couple of the girls from work. We’ve just finished a very big project and it’s
         the first chance we’ve had to let our hair down in ages. Okay?’
      

      
      I gave her the nonchalant shrug. ‘Sure. When are you going?’

      
      ‘Soon.’

      
      ‘You want me to give you a lift down the street? The car’s outside.’

      
      ‘No, it’s okay. They’re calling for me.’

      
      ‘It’s no trouble. I don’t mind. No strings attached, if that worries you. You won’t have to kiss me when you get out.’
      

      
      ‘Dan . . .’ It was just a one-syllable name, but she managed to change the emphasis halfway through, from an exasperated whine
         to an expression of slightly muted sympathy.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I’m doing my best to get on with you, but it all comes out wrong.’

      
      ‘I know. Don’t worry. I think I’m the same way.’

      
      The room was as bare as the other. A television, unplugged. The armchair, settee. A small coffee table, unstained. She’d had
         a massive clear-out. ‘Not much like the house I remember,’ I observed. Better, I might have added.
      

      
      She shook her head slowly. ‘Not at all. I’m getting rid of bad memories, Dan.’ She gave me a sad kind of smile. ‘How is it?
         How are you coping?’ she asked to fill the vacuum of my silence.
      

      
      ‘Fine. Fine. Y’know.’ Jesus, it was like talking with a stranger. Right. Time for it. Talking of home, our home, led necessarily
         to love and marriage. ‘Patricia,’ I said, ‘I was wanting to ask you something.’
      

      
      She nodded, half suspicious, and, I fancied, half fearful. A good sign. I had rehearsed several versions in the car on the
         way over, although thinking at the same time how ridiculous it was to be nervous about asking a simple question of a woman
         I’d been married to for so many years. But it was difficult, because a turndown without good reason would be tantamount to
         hammering the final nail in the coffin of our relationship. I needed the second coming of the Starkeys.
      

      
      I could spend ten minutes telling her how much I loved her, then mention New York. I could drop it into the conversation,
         see if she offered to come. I could say I was going off on holiday with someone, see if she got jealous, and then tell her
         she was the someone. Or I could just ask her if she wanted to go on a second honeymoon. Which is what I decided.
      

      
      ‘Fire away,’ she said.

      
      ‘Do you want a divorce?’

      
      I sat back, pleased that I had finally gotten it out. It was only after a moment that what I had actually asked sunk in. I
         sat forward again. But the words wouldn’t come.
      

      
      ‘You want a divorce,’ she said in a monotone. Her face remained impassive, but her eyes betrayed her confusion. They darted
         from me to the window to the TV, back to me – like pinball, and she looked like she wasn’t winning.
      

      
      I shrugged. She shook her head slowly. ‘I suppose I had this coming.’ She bit at a nail. She slipped off her stilettos and
         curled her feet up under her. She shook her head again. ‘Has it really come to this, Dan?’
      

      
      I wanted to scream: No! Of course it hasn’t, you stupid bitch! But all I could give her was the doe-eyed look of a man whose
         brain was sadly out of step with his tongue.
      

      
      She let a wry smile slip onto her face. ‘You know, me living away from you all this time was meant to give me time to make
         my mind up about our relationship – not you. I’m the one who was supposed to keep you waiting. Then you spring this on me.
         It’s not fair.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ I said.
      

      
      ‘Your sorry isn’t overwhelming.’

      
      I gave her the sympathetic palms. ‘I thought you were going out.’

      
      ‘I am.’

      
      ‘I shouldn’t keep you then.’

      
      ‘You’re not.’

      
      ‘You said they were calling for you . . .’

      
      ‘They are.’

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      We sat in silence. Patricia stared at the carpet. I stared at the wall. I closed my eyes. Concentrated. I emptied my mind
         as best I could of all memories: of lovers, of battles, of death, of jealousy, of alcohol; chased that bitter history down
         the corridors of thought; locked it in a dungeon of dulled subconscious.
      

      
      ‘You’ve met someone else.’

      
      A simple statement, not delivered with conviction.

      
      ‘No,’ I said.

      
      ‘You must have.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Just.’

      
      Just and because are two of the great unarguables.

      
      There was a sudden rapping at the door. Patricia bit studiously at a fingernail.

      
      ‘There’s someone at the door,’ I observed.

      
      She nodded. ‘They’ll go away. It’s probably the Mormons.’

      
      ‘It’s getting dark. They don’t come out at night, like Apaches.’

      
      ‘Apaches did come out at night. That was the whole point about them.’
      

      
      ‘No, they didn’t. They stayed round the campfire making bad medicine. That was why they were always so bloody grouchy.’

      
      ‘I beg to differ.’

      
      ‘It’ll be your lift.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘It’ll be your lift at the door.’

      
      ‘Too early.’

      
      The rapping came again. I got up. Patricia got up. ‘It’s okay,’ she said, ‘I’ll get it.’

      
      She walked quickly from the lounge, closing the door behind her. I followed. She opened the front door. A tall, slim-looking
         fella stood on the landing. He smiled at Patricia, then frowned over her shoulder at me. I frowned back. Patricia looked round
         at me, and joined in the frowning.
      

      
      ‘One of the girls?’ I asked.

      
      ‘I’m sorry?’ the fella asked. His accent was English. Smart suit, fresh-faced. He looked like he was on a first date.

      
      ‘Shhh,’ said Patricia and motioned him in.

      
      I stood in the lounge doorway and tried to look threatening. My stomach was knotting up again.

      
      ‘The others in the car?’ Patricia asked.

      
      ‘Others?’

      
      Patricia nodded enthusiastically.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, downstairs.’ Liars, and the pair of them didn’t even have the courtesy to redden up.

      
      ‘Ahm, Dan, this is Tony, from work.’
      

      
      ‘Hello, Tony.’

      
      ‘Hi, Dan.’

      
      I crossed to the door. I put my hand out. As he put his out I hit him with the other.

      
      In fact, I nearly hit him with the other. He leant back and my left missed his nose by an inch. Unbalanced, I stumbled forward.
         Tony caught me and threw me back. He took two steps forward and hit me with his left and followed it up with a right. The
         blood was pumping from my nose before I hit the carpet. He’d fractured my fracture.
      

      
      Patricia caught him by the arm as he loomed over me. ‘Don’t,’ she said.

      
      He hovered above me. I was torn between making a fight of it and sticking up for my woman, and staying on the ground looking
         pathetic. In practice I have found that looking pathetic usually does the trick, and is also somewhat less painful, but it
         generally doesn’t quell dangerous passions.
      

      
      He was still there. ‘Don’t,’ Patricia said again, and this time he stepped back.

      
      ‘Sorry,’ he said. To Patricia. His eyes didn’t leave me. I got to my feet and stared back.

      
      ‘Lucky punch, fella,’ I said.

      
      ‘Lucky two punches, fella,’ he replied. It was a fair point.

      
      Patricia stood between us.

      
      ‘You’ve ten seconds to get out, fella,’ I said.

      
      ‘Don’t threaten people in my house, Dan,’ said Patricia.

      
      ‘I’ll threaten whoever the fuck I want,’ I shouted.

      
      Tony reached out a finger to poke me in the chest, but Patricia blocked it and pushed his hand back.
      

      
      ‘Stop it,’ she said, ‘both of you.’

      
      I swung for him again. Missed. I nearly hit the back of Patricia’s head. He pivoted left, Patricia went with him, but he switched
         to the right, had a clear shot at me, and popped me on the nose. Another spurt of blood.
      

      
      ‘Stop it!’ Patricia screamed, and this time she whacked him on the nose. He staggered back clutching his beak, his eyes wide
         with shock.
      

      
      ‘What was that for?’ he demanded, blood starting to trickle through his fingers.

      
      ‘It was for being a big bloody kid. Now stop it, the pair of you, please!’

      
      Patricia wasn’t beautiful when she was angry. Her face tightened up, her skin blanched, her eyes glared. She turned to me,
         placed her hand on my chest and pushed me back.
      

      
      ‘Into the lounge,’ she ordered. ‘Stay there.’

      
      She guided me through the door and closed it after me. I stood staring at it. A real man would be out there, at it hammer
         and tongs. She was flaunting this man in my bloody face. The door could do with a lick of paint, I thought.
      

      
      In a minute I heard the front door close. Patricia entered the lounge. She shook her head. Tutted. She took a handful of tissues
         from a box on top of the TV and handed them to me.
      

      
      ‘I think it’s stopped bleeding,’ I said. ‘I’ve run out of blood.’

      
      ‘What a pity.’

      
      I shrugged.
      

      
      ‘There was no need for that,’ she said.

      
      ‘Well, what do you expect? Jesus, Patricia, you’re my wife still.’

      
      ‘I know. I’m sorry. Look, you probably won’t believe me, but Tony is just a . . . date . . . Nothing’s going on. Honestly.’

      
      ‘You expect me to believe that?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      Patricia sat down on the settee. I went and stood by the window. There wasn’t much to look at in the gathering gloom beyond
         a couple of pine trees and an elderly Labrador. My nose was about to fall off. Why did everyone always go for my nose? I wanted
         a drink. I wanted away.
      

      
      ‘I’m going to New York.’

      
      Silence.

      
      ‘I’d like you to come with me.’

      
      Silence.

      
      ‘Kind of a second honeymoon.’

      
      ‘No.’ A pause. Dramatic. ‘Honeymoon suggests too much.’

      
      ‘Just a holiday then?’

      
      ‘After all this . . . blood and jealousy?’

      
      ‘And deceit.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘Yeah. No strings attached.’

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      ‘Why not? We should make the effort.’

      
      ‘Okay.’
      

      
      ‘Dan?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      I shrugged.

      
      ‘Dan?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Can Tony come?’
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      Fat Boy McMaster stood in one corner of the ring, drinking from a can of Coke. He held it between two big red fingerless
         paws like one of those cute but unsatisfactory baby cans you get on aeroplanes. He wore a scarlet headguard. He’d spat his
         white plastic gumshield on the floor. In the opposite corner his sparring partner slumped on a stool. I recognized the pallor
         of defeat and humiliation. He looked like he’d been in a scrap with Patricia. His breaths came in great whoops and he grimaced
         at each intake; there were big red weals about his torso where McMaster had caught him and punished him with his favoured
         left fist.
      

      
      Still, it wasn’t exactly impressive. His victim was at most a bloated middleweight. He’d been hired ostensibly to get McMaster
         to work on his speed, but also because there were no half-decent heavyweights in the country to give him some serious sparring at such short notice. He’d given the Fat Boy the runabout for three rounds, picking him off easily with lengthy
         jabs, until he’d been caught himself by a left to the ribs which slowed him down long enough to secure a proper hiding. It
         doesn’t matter how good a fighter you are, how nimble you are on your feet, if you’re light and you get caught by a heavyweight,
         you know all about it.
      

      
      McMaster tossed the can out of the ring. ‘Ready for more, Ronnie?’ he called across.

      
      Ronnie shook his head.

      
      ‘Thank fuck for that.’ McMaster grinned. ‘I’m knackered. Get these bloody things off me, wouldja?’

      
      Jackie Campbell, his trainer, climbed under the ropes and began to unlace the gloves. His moonbeam skin had an elastic look,
         courtesy of sixty years of chewing gum sixteen hours a day. His greased hair had a greeny-grey sheen. He pulled impatiently
         at the laces. ‘I don’t see why you have to drink that piggin’ stuff, Bobby. It’s fulla piggin’ rubbish.’
      

      
      Fat Boy looked down on Campbell, fully a foot below him, like a freak son on a dwarf father. ‘Don’t I follow everything else
         to the letter, Jackie? Don’t I get up and run? Do I touch alcohol? Do I stay up late at night? Do I dodge training? No.’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘So let me have one little thing, eh?’

      
      ‘You didn’t mention sex, Bobby,’ growled Campbell.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Didn’t I tell you there hasn’t been a heavyweight champion of the world yet who didn’t lay off the sex for three months before a fight?’
      

      
      A big sheepish grin spread across McMaster’s face. ‘Ach, Jackie, c’mon, I’m only married, what do you expect me to do?’

      
      ‘I expect you to lay off the sex!’ shouted Campbell, yanking off one of the gloves. ‘It saps your strength! You’ll go weak
         at the knees!’
      

      
      ‘Ach, Jackie, wise up. I don’t even use my knees.’

      
      There was a nudge on my elbow. I turned and looked at Geordie McClean. He went to hand me a cup of coffee, but I put my hand
         up. ‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘I’m with the champ there, strictly a Coke man.’
      

      
      ‘Yo!’ shouted Fat Boy from the ring.

      
      The sparring partner let out a little groan as he bent under the ropes and shuffled past us. Geordie clapped him on the shoulders.
         ‘Great show, Ronnie, you’ll be a contender yet.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be a fuckin’ bar tender.’

      
      ‘Ah, you’re not beat yet, son. Have a shower there and I’ll sort you out.’

      
      ‘Sort me out with a fuckin’ ambulance,’ Ronnie said dryly as he moved towards the locker room.

      
      Laughing, Geordie McClean turned back to me. He set one of the plastic cups on the edge of the ring and took a sip from the
         other. ‘So,’ he said, ‘you’ll be the famous Dan Starkey.’ He held out his hand, the wrong hand for shaking in polite company.
      

      
      ‘And you’re the infamous Geordie McClean.’ I put out my wrong hand as well, and we just rubbed knuckles for a moment.
      

      
      ‘Infamous? I wouldn’t go that far.’

      
      ‘What about notorious?’

      
      McClean gave me a thin smile. ‘Cameron did say you were a bit on the cheeky side. Still, you get used to that round here,
         as long as you don’t mind gettin’ a hidin’ once in a while, eh?’
      

      
      I shrugged.

      
      ‘So you’re gonna write me a book about all this, are ye?’

      
      It was one to nail right from the start. ‘I’m going to write Cameron a book.’

      
      McClean nodded. ‘But you’ll be expectin’ my cooperation.’

      
      ‘You’ve been paid for your cooperation.’

      
      ‘Aye, there’s that, of course, but there’s cooperation, and cooperation, if you see what I mean.’

      
      ‘I see what you mean.’

      
      McClean laughed down his nose. It wasn’t a pleasant sound. It wasn’t a pleasant nose for that matter, but I was no one to
         talk noses with. It sat in the middle of a squarish, well-tanned face, and beneath bushy eyebrows which, taken all together,
         made him look a bit like an owl. Despite the heat in the gym he wore a tan-coloured cashmere coat half buttoned up, a white
         button-down shirt and a thin grey tie.
      

      
      ‘You ever do any boxing yourself?’ he asked. ‘That nose looks like it’s been through a few wars.’

      
      I shook my head. ‘Car accident. Nose hit the front window.’

      
      ‘Sorry to hear it.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, well.’

      
      ‘So what got you this job? I’ve read your stuff, Starkey, good’n’all, but I don’t recall seein’ nothin’ about boxin’.’

      
      ‘I’d say I’m more of a boxing fan than a boxing writer. Cameron’s not lookin’ for a boxing book as such. The sports pages
         will do that for you. I’m more of a people man.’
      

      
      ‘More of a people man? That’s novel. So what do you make of our boy here, people man?’

      
      I glanced at Fat Boy, blowing in the corner, his hair matted, drenched in sweat, the bulge of his stomach.

      
      ‘He’s lost a bit of weight,’ was the best I could muster.

      
      ‘He’s lost more than a bit.’

      
      ‘But still has some more to go.’

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      McClean lifted the other cup of coffee and signalled for me to follow him. We threaded our way through the other boxers, about
         a dozen of them, mostly amateurs, with a few Panamanian imports. McClean kicked open a door and ushered me into a small, cluttered
         office with a slant of his head. He put both cups down on a desk and pulled a seat back for himself. I lifted a couple of
         magazines off another and sat down.
      

      
      ‘This,’ he said, sweeping his arm before him, ‘is my home.’

      
      I’d seen his home. It was a millionaire’s mansion on the County Down coast, with a covered pool and a tarted-up pigeon loft
         with white doves, but I let it go.
      

      
      ‘All the money, all the deals, mean nothing to me, compared to this place. Boxing – boxing is something in the soul, people man. I mean, I couldn’t punch my way out of a paper
         bag, but I’m a boxer at heart. I care about these people. I mean, I don’t need to be in this business. It costs me a fortune
         every year. But I can’t help it. Boxing’s like that . . . can you imagine someone getting this worked up over badminton or bowls
         or something?’
      

      
      I shrugged.

      
      ‘This phone,’ he said, tapping an old-fashioned round-dial black telephone, ‘is the one I did the deal on. Imagine it – the
         heavyweight championship of the world!’
      

      
      Yeah. I cleared my throat. ‘You weren’t put off by the press conference this morning, were you? They seemed to take your man
         less than seriously.’
      

      
      ‘Naaaah,’ he wheezed, scrunching up his face, ‘I expected that. I mean, give me some credit. I know none of yousens think
         Bobby has a dog’s chance, but youse are only basing that on his past record.’
      

      
      ‘It’s what all boxers are judged on . . .’

      
      ‘Only up to the point where they make a breakthrough.’ I nodded as if he was making sense. ‘You see, I’ve known Bobby since
         he was an amateur . . .’
      

      
      ‘A bad amateur . . .’

      
      ‘A reasonable amateur . . . I’ve known that he’s had potential all along, because I watched him train. Or not train as the case
         may be. Yeah, sure, he’s Fat Boy McMaster. He’s not proud of that name, but he knows why it’s there. He never trained a day
         in his life, not properly. When he was an amateur, just a young lad, all he did was turn up and fight. No running, no sparring, no weights. The only kind of practising
         he did was at the bar, and I’m not talkin’ legal shit here. Jesus, he’s fought a couple of times with a skinful on him. He
         eats shit, drinks like a fish, and yet he becomes the heavyweight champ of Ireland.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, well . . .’

      
      ‘Okay, okay, big deal, I know what you’re thinking. But it’s a big enough deal for a dedicated non-sportsman, just a big fat
         git who thinks it’s a bit of a laugh to go and have a fight and get paid for it. Do you see what I’m getting at?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Ach. Look, put it this way. You know the Irish League is full of crap footballers, right?’

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘Okay. So you’re at the Irish Cup Final and the manager of Linfield suddenly drops his prize centre forward and picks big
         Sammy the Lump from behind the hamburger stand to lead the attack. Sammy the Lump lumbers onto the pitch, runs circles round
         the other side, scores a hat-trick, wins the cup. What does that say to you?’
      

      
      ‘That Irish League football is crap.’

      
      ‘Naaaah, you’re not gettin’ my drift. If Sammy the Lump, never kicked a serious ball in his life, can do that against footballers
         with at least some pretensions of professionalism, what would he be capable of if he was fully fit, properly trained, agile,
         everything?’
      

      
      ‘I hesitate to think.’

      
      McClean noticed the smirk. ‘You’re not taking this very seriously,’ he said. ‘Fair enough. It’ll make your wee book that much
         more interesting in the end. But I tell you, I’m taking this very seriously.’
      

      
      ‘Because there’s serious money involved . . .’

      
      ‘Yes, of course there’s serious money involved . . . but that’s not the point . . .’

      
      ‘Isn’t it?’

      
      ‘No, it bloody well isn’t! The point is I believe Bobby has a realistic chance of taking the world title!’

      
      McClean sat back; he was starting to sweat up, something he’d managed to avoid in the heat of the gym.

      
      ‘Look,’ he began again, ‘if you’re going to be around us all the way up to the fight, you should understand why I’m doing
         this, okay?’
      

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      ‘Of course there’s the money . . . but I’ve got money. I don’t need any more. There’s the glory. Sure, I could do with some of
         that. But I’ll tell you this, if there’s glory to be had, it’ll all be his . . . Bobby’s not even under contract to me. That’s
         how interested I am in the money. I get a percentage, sure, but it’s as fair as any you’ll find in the fight game. Ask around,
         be my guest.’
      

      
      ‘I know there’s no contract, Mr McClean.’ I’d done some research, which was a rarity. It consisted of a phone call, but it
         was a start.
      

      
      ‘Okay. Forget the money, let’s get back to Bobby. So he’s Irish champ. He’s just married, but on the dole. I give him a job. I say to him, Bobby, come into my stable, let me train you properly, I promise to turn him into something . . .’
      

      
      ‘A corpse, quite possibly . . .’

      
      ‘Ach, there’s no need for that, Starkey. It won’t come to that. I know. Believe me. I’ve paid him a considerable sum of money
         just to get into shape. Now he’s getting a million for just one fight. He’s fast, he’s powerful . . .’
      

      
      ‘And he’s fought no one . . .’

      
      ‘The important thing is, Starkey, he knows he’s different, he knows what he’s capable of. He had no ambition before. He strolled
         the Irish title. It gave him a bit of a kick. Then we had six months to work on him before the European fight. We deliberately
         kept him out of the spotlight during that time. We deliberately kept him away from other heavyweights, kept him in with middles
         to build up his speed. We know what we’re doing. You think I would waste my money getting him the European title fight if
         I thought I was sticking a big barrel of lard in there? No chance. You any idea how many heads I had to stand on to get that
         fight? I’m talking real money. But he was ready for it. Was it my fault they clashed heads in the second round? He never had
         the chance to show what he could do, Starkey. But he’s the European champ, he deserves it, and he deserves his shot at the
         world title.’
      

      
      You hear so much crap before a fight, before any fight of any importance. He’s a real contender. He’s in perfect shape. He
         has a puncher’s chance. I don’t care about the money, I care about him. He’s like a second son to me. Yeah.
      

      
      I left McClean in his office after shaking hands. He wished me luck with the book and promised to be cooperative. I wished
         him luck with the fight and promised not to get in the way. I didn’t believe him and he didn’t believe me, but we respected
         each other’s lies.
      

      
      Outside I met Cameron. He was chomping on a Paris bun and leaning across the bonnet of his BMW. ‘Well?’

      
      I shrugged.

      
      ‘How’s McClean?’

      
      ‘He thinks that fat shite can take the title.’
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      Cameron took me for a drink. There was a pub about a hundred yards up from the gym. Sixty yards away he would have been in
         trouble over his accent. Belfast’s funny that way. Dead funny. I had a pint of Harp and he got a bottle of Corona with a slice
         of lemon wedged in the top. I tried not to look too embarrassed.
      

      
      We spent a while discussing money for the book. I told him what I wanted and he told me what he was prepared to give me. We
         settled somewhere in the middle. After six Coronas I got him to admit that McMaster didn’t have a chance and I was halfway
         to talking him out of doing the book at all before I realized I was cutting my own throat. I re-sold it to him as a study
         in failure. The English would be sure to go for it. I think he fell for it. He didn’t ask for his cash advance back. At least
         I think it was an advance. He could have been leaving a tip for the barman. At about four Cameron stood and lifted his keys from the table.
      

      
      ‘I’m due back in Dublin,’ he slurred.

      
      ‘You’re not driving, are you?’

      
      ‘Only till I’m stopped.’

      
      ‘You’ll kill yourself.’

      
      ‘Possibly.’

      
      We shook hands like adults and he left. I got another pint and sat back. I wanted to think about the book. No – I wanted to
         drink. Thinking about the book was a good cover. I had no shifts on the paper, there was no Patricia to go home and annoy,
         and it was too early in the week to entice any of my friends out for a binge. Sad, really.
      

      
      For a moment I didn’t recognize Bobby McMaster with his clothes on. The bar door swung inwards, McMaster stuck his head in,
         peered round the mostly empty lounge, and then nodded behind him to a smaller, dumpier guy. They came in and sat at the end
         of the bar. McMaster caught my eye, but there was no hint of recognition. I could put bad eyesight with all the other advantages
         he would carry into the ring with Tyson.
      

      
      There was no doubting he was a big fella. He wore a zipped-up leather jacket, stretched tight across his chest, and black
         jeans. His companion had cropped hair, verging on a skinhead, looked a bit of a fighter too but without much of a notion of
         the Queensberry rules. He had a flat nose, was pink round the eyes, big hands. It wasn’t till he went to the toilet after
         his second pint, then stopped at my table on the way back, that I recognized him. McMaster remained at the bar, sipping at an orange juice and studying the racing form
         in a paper.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Stanley,’ I said.

      
      ‘Thought I recognized your ugly bake, Starkey.’

      
      ‘I must admit I had to give you a second glance, Stanley. I thought you were in the Crum.’

      
      ‘Finger on the pulse as ever, Starkey.’

      
      ‘At least I have one.’

      
      ‘Very funny. Use that in your column, son, it could do with brightening up.’

      
      I raised my glass to him. ‘I write better than you sail, Stanley.’

      
      He shook his head slowly. ‘Wanker,’ he said quietly and went back to McMaster. They exchanged a few words and then Stanley
         turned for the door. As he passed my table he winked.
      

      
      I finished what was left of my pint and approached McMaster. ‘Mind if I join you?’

      
      He looked at me, head down, eyes up, as if he was peering over a pair of bifocals. He shook his head slightly. It was an ambiguous
         shake, I thought, so I sat down and ordered a drink.
      

      
      ‘You’re off the drink, I presume,’ I said. I thought it would be a nice, light opening.

      
      ‘Of course I’m off the drink,’ he said dryly.

      
      I nodded. ‘An orange?’

      
      ‘An orange what?’

      
      ‘You want another orange juice?’
      

      
      He shook his head and returned his attention to the paper.

      
      ‘You won’t need to do that much longer,’ I said.

      
      ‘Do what?’ He didn’t bother looking up.

      
      ‘The gee-gees. What you’ll be earning, you’ll be able to buy your own bloody horse.’

      
      ‘I don’t want my own horse.’

      
      I nodded and took a sip of my beer. ‘You looked pretty sharp in the ring today.’

      
      His head moved slowly towards me. Blue eyes, very blue, sea blue and sea cold, bore into me. Menacing. He maybe wouldn’t become
         world champion, but he could punch my lights out in his sleep.
      

      
      ‘Explain to me,’ he said quietly, ‘the difference between cynicism and sarcasm, Starkey.’

      
      ‘I wasn’t . . .’

      
      ‘Explain to me . . .’

      
      ‘I’d rather explain to you why I don’t think you should take this fight.’

      
      He pulled himself up to his full height in the chair, his back ramrod straight. Now, here, there, inches from my face, I couldn’t
         see any fat on his body at all.
      

      
      ‘You know, I could pull your head off right here and eat the insides out with a spoon if I wanted to. What do you think of
         that?’
      

      
      ‘That’s neither sarcasm nor cynicism, that’s a threat.’

      
      ‘I could give you a cynical hook to the ribs, Starkey, a sarcastic crack to the nose.’

      
      ‘Someone’s beaten you to the nose.’
      

      
      ‘So I see. You must make friends everywhere you go.’

      
      I thought about taking a drink, but I wasn’t sure if my hand would be shaking. Besides, he’d probably think I was going to
         whack him with the glass and kill me as a precaution. I tried the appeasement line. It worked wonderfully for Chamberlain.
      

      
      ‘Have I done something to annoy you, Bobby? I mean, I’m supposed to be writing a book about you.’

      
      ‘Stan says you’re a wanker. Are you a wanker, Starkey?’

      
      ‘Metaphorically or literally?’ It was a desperate attempt to blind him with a lot of syllables.

      
      ‘Both,’ he said.

      
      I gave the question due consideration. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the barman hovering nervously by the phone.
         The door was about ten yards away. After seven pints it might as well have been a mile, with hurdles.
      

      
      ‘Well, yes, I suppose I am then.’

      
      Abruptly he laughed. A big hearty laugh. It warmed my heart. ‘You are a sketch, Starkey. You know, the wife’s a big fan of
         your column.’
      

      
      Gulp. Metaphorically and physically. I eased up on the stool. ‘Really?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Loves it.’

      
      ‘What about you?’

      
      ‘Oh, I like it too, but I wouldn’t tell you that. You want another drink?’

      
      ‘If you insist.’

      
      The barman, all smiles, brought me another pint. ‘It was only my say that got you doing the book, y’know? McClean wasn’t the
         least interested really, but I thought it would be good to have something solid to remember it all by, y’know? And something
         funny as well.’
      

      
      ‘You want something funny?’

      
      ‘How else would you approach it? I’ve never seen you write a serious thing yet. Besides, there’s something intrinsically funny
         about a fat bastard like me going for the world title, isn’t there?’
      

      
      Later he told me how he’d come to know Stanley Matchitt, or Matchitt the Hatchet as he’d been known for many years, or Snatchit
         Matchitt as he was now known on a hundred graffitied walls around the city.
      

      
      ‘We both grew up in Crossmaheart, y’know?’

      
      ‘Jesus, that must have been fun.’

      
      ‘What is it they say about Tyson? You can take the man out of the ghetto, but you can’t take the ghetto out of the man.’

      
      ‘You think that applies to you?’

      
      ‘A bit of it, maybe. Crossmaheart’s not Butlin’s, put it that way.’

      
      ‘There’ve been more liberal concentration camps.’

      
      ‘When I was growing up I thought concentration camps were, like, places intellectuals went to think about things.’

      
      ‘I don’t see much of the ghetto in you, maybe in your friend, Snatchit, but not you. How come you hang about with him?’

      
      ‘I don’t. Not much anyway. I can’t say I agree with everything he does, but we’ve been through a lot together. A lot of fights
         when we were growing up. But we both got out. I met a girl, graduated to Belfast. Stanley never met a girl. He learnt how
         to use a gun.’
      

      
      ‘And a hatchet.’

      
      ‘And a hatchet.’

      
      Stanley had been a high-up in the Red Hand Commandos, a Loyalist terror group with a penchant for hacking up innocent Catholics.
         Of course they didn’t think there were any innocent Catholics. A messy business. Everyone knew he was involved, but nobody
         could pin it on him. The IRA, the INLA, even the UDA, had made a couple of attempts on him, but he always managed to keep
         one step ahead of them.
      

      
      Then he took a job as a bouncer in a pub down the coast and kept out of view for a year or two. One memorable night he got
         plastered, recruited a crew of equally inebriated locals and stole the Golden Hind.

      
      The Hind, a full-scale replica of Drake’s ship, had been on a round-the-world trip and stopped off overnight in the harbour as the
         top attraction at an annual festival. At least one member of Stanley’s crew had once been on a yacht and managed to pilot
         it out into Belfast Lough, but that was about the extent of the seafaring. By the time the coastguard and police caught up
         with them, dawn was coming and so was a mighty swell. A police photographer captured Stanley being sick over the side seconds
         before he was arrested, and released it to the papers. From that day on the fearsome monster that was Matchitt the Hatchet was dead and Snatchit Matchitt was born. He wasn’t too pleased. He wasn’t too pleased
         about going to prison either.
      

      
      ‘You visit him in the Crum, Bobby?’

      
      McMaster shook his head. ‘Nah,’ he added.

      
      ‘Any reason?’

      
      ‘The wife.’

      
      I nodded. I’d been there.

      
      ‘I mean,’ he continued, leaning closer, voice low, ‘she’s . . . well, she’s not Protestant.’

      
      ‘You tell Stanley?’

      
      He shook his head. ‘But he’s probably guessed. With a name like Mary Mairaid Muldoon she’s hardly likely to be donning an
         accordion for the Twelfth.’
      

      
      He laughed, took a sip of his orange. ‘Y’know, I grew up hating Catholics, fighting them, beating them, being beaten up by
         them. I never really knew why. When I was about six my dad tried to explain to me the difference between us and them. I remember
         I kept asking, why, why, why? In the end he just said, son, it’s as simple as this: we’re the goodies and they’re the baddies.
         That’s the sort of B-movie Western philosophy a six-year-old can really get a grasp of.’
      

      
      He stood up and drained his glass. ‘I must go.’

      
      ‘Walking?’

      
      He nodded.

      
      ‘Mind if I walk with you?’

      
      He shrugged. ‘I’m only round the corner. Stagger along if you can.’

      
      Outside it was cool and après-bar bright. We walked in silence for a while, McMaster occasionally nodding at people who nodded
         at him. We began to crisscross alleys as he took me on a shortcut to his home. In one I stopped to relieve myself up against
         a bin.
      

      
      ‘Do you ever worry about getting killed?’ I asked.

      
      ‘I worry more about getting caught up an alley with a man with his balls out,’ he said, and when I looked round his head was
         darting nervously this way and that.
      

      
      I finished off and he marched quickly ahead. ‘I mean in the ring.’

      
      ‘Not so far.’

      
      ‘But against Tyson.’

      
      ‘Not especially.’

      
      ‘But why not?’

      
      He stopped. Pushed a finger into my chest. ‘Because,’ he said, and walked on.

      
      Britannia Avenue. A small terraced house. He showed me into a compact front room. A small set of pristine dumbbells in the
         corner were the only concession to sport. There was a framed poster of pre-army Elvis on the wall. A video and TV. Three untidy
         piles of CDs, two of them topped by Elvis, one by Shakin’ Stevens. Two out of three ain’t bad. A battered acoustic guitar.
         A small library of books in a wooden case – paperbacks of Hemingway, Steinbeck, Bukowski and Dickens.
      

      
      ‘Read these?’ I asked, running my fingers down the spines.

      
      He nodded.

      
      I smiled by accident.
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      I shook my head. He shook his.

      
      ‘Starkey, your problem is you go round with too many preconceptions in your head. You’re presuming that because I beat people
         up I can’t read. You’re a mind bigot, Starkey, bad as any other kind.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ I said.

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      For a couple of hours we sat and watched videos of Tyson in action. McMaster pointed out weaknesses in his defence I couldn’t
         see. ‘All there is of me on video is two rounds for the European belt. I’d like to see Tyson suss me out from that,’ he said.
      

      
      He made coffee, some sandwiches, strummed a bit on the guitar. I nodded politely, though it sounded like he was still wearing
         his boxing gloves.
      

      
      When it was time to go I said: ‘It’s time to go.’

      
      ‘You’re not staying to see the wife?’

      
      ‘Things to do.’

      
      ‘She’ll be sorry to have missed you. Still, plenty of time for that in the States.’

      
      ‘She’s coming as well?’

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘I thought wives were always banned . . .’

      
      ‘Where I go, she goes.’

      
      I shrugged. ‘Yeah, just right.’
      

      
      At the door I turned to him and said, ‘Bobby, I’m sorry about the books. I expected you to be as thick as champ. I must admit
         I’m pleasantly surprised.’
      

      
      I put my hand out and we shook.

      
      ‘Maybe you’ll be pleasantly surprised by my boxing.’

      
      ‘I doubt it.’

      
      He laughed.
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      Seven a.m. Mary McMaster set the plate in front of me and smiled. ‘Enjoy,’ she said.
      

      
      It was a good kitchen, clean, lived in, old but well maintained. A nice house, bearing in mind the neighbourhood. The house
         said, we care about this place, even if we haven’t the money to do much with it.
      

      
      ‘He’s not an early riser then?’

      
      ‘Not for training, no.’ I just caught a wicked glint in her eye before she darted from the kitchen and hollered for Bobby
         from the bottom of the stairs. A muffled groan came in reply. She re-entered, shaking her head. ‘He’s getting worse.’
      

      
      She was nice. Petite. Blond hair, dyed, pulled back, the roots just showing, no make-up, sharp face, baby crow’s feet, teeth
         slightly spaced, ready smile, educated accent. Even on a damp winter morning she was bird-chirpy, polite, inquisitive, chatty, but not flirty.
      

      
      I’m not really a breakfast man, but it seemed impolite to refuse. I picked up the knife and fork. ‘Should I start without
         him?’
      

      
      ‘God, yes. You wouldn’t get him eating a chicken omelette anyway. First and last time I made it for him he took one look at
         it and said it was the only time he’d ever been asked to eat a mother and child in one meal. Culinary incest, he called it.
         I’ll join you though. Gets you going for the day.’ She brought hers over from the cooker and sat opposite me. ‘He’ll eat when
         he gets back from his run. Doesn’t take much though. A bowl of Rice Krispies usually.’
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