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      The critics on Michael Collins

      
      ‘Michael Collins is undoubtedly an exciting talent, capable of writing razor-sharp prose and he has produced a gripping, stylish
         novel that deserves to be read’ Times Literary Supplement

      
      ‘Reading Collins … is like being mugged in a savage land’

      
      The Times

      
      ‘Colourful, surreal and vividly characterised … already prompting comparisons to Joyce and Beckett’ The List

      
      ‘Michael Collins is a considerable stylist … his prose has a thoughtful, sinewy quality, a kind of subliminal toughness of
         mind’ Weekend Telegraph

      
      ‘[Collins] makes apparently simple materials work powerfully … his aim is exact and his effect eerie’ Observer

      
      ‘Collins is operating at a level that’s beyond the reach of most of his practising colleagues’ Toronto Globe & Mail

      
      ‘Energetically brilliant’ Michele Roberts

      
      ‘Michael Collins’s vision is breathtakingly black and his writing so sharp you could cut yourself on it’ Irish Times

      
      ‘A style so arrestingly visual it hijacks the reader’s concentration; dazzling with the energy and originality of the language’

      
      Independent

      
      ‘Readers should be grateful to Collins. He is a stylist, blessed with the gift of having something worth saying well’

      
      The Scotsman

      
      ‘Collins writes with a kind of furious zest: a passionate colloquial patter half-Irish, half-American … The writing hums with
         its own electricity’ Glasgow Herald

      
      ‘One of the most exciting talents to have emerged not only in Ireland but anywhere in recent decades’ Susan Hill, The Times
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      THE MEAT EATERS

      
      RORY CARRIED AN inordinate amount of dead meat in a suitcase with him when he left for America: racks of hacked spare ribs, dozens of translucent
         sausages, stuffed rolls of blood pudding mixed with bones, sour-smelling kidneys, dark-lobed livers, and sundry other sanguinary
         organs. He also had twenty-four pints of Guinness piled in an old orange crate.
      

      
      His mother kept crying. His father fumbled with a pocket watch on a gold looping chain.

      
      Rory stared at his father’s callused hands. He could identify his father by those swollen appendages alone, if the time came,
         if the night came when he had to go to the police station to identify an assortment of bloody limbs. And that was not an impossibility.
         He had an eye like a butcher, a conscience like a cleaver, and he knew it.
      

      
      In the corner of the bar his young brother played video games.

      
      ‘You’ll write every day, won’t you?’ his mother sniffled.

      
      Rory began to rewrap some dripping meat, sprinkling a curious seasoning like sawdust on each strip to prevent it from spoiling.
         It was a tradition of sorts. People from the homeland were always wanting relatives and friends to bring them meat from Ireland.
         Of course, they also requested non-perishables like jams and hawthorn sticks.
      

      
      His father bellowed in exasperation, pacing back and forth. ‘Jasus! There’s only one thing certain in this fuckin place, and that’s that there is nothin certain.’ His belly swelled in agitation. ‘It won’t be like that in America.’ He shook
         his fist. ‘By God, them boyos live by a clock. They punch in in the mornin, and they punch out at night.’ He seemed lost for
         words, flicking the dirty gold-faced cover on the watch open. ‘And that’s the way it should be. That’s what keeps idlers off
         the street.’
      

      
      The young boy came darting out from between two stools like a rat, his face twisted with toffee. ‘Da! Giv’us ten pence for
         the Pacman.’
      

      
      His father kicked out at him stubbornly. ‘Jasus! The history of civilization, isn’t it just? We only got rid of one load of
         tyrants, and now these young ones are payin fuckin tithes to machinery.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, come on, Da. Don’t start tellin me about when you were a boy. All I want ya to do is to give me ten pence. I swear it’s
         the last one.’
      

      
      The father rummaged through his pockets, his handkerchief billowing into a prodigious rag, blowing his nose. He wanted to
         create a scene. ‘Let me see now. When I was young I didn’t even know what a penny looked like.’
      

      
      ‘The money, Da?’

      
      Rory threw his brother fifty pence, and the boy disappeared between the flannel trousers of two old farmers in muddy boots.

      
      His mother raised her head in disgust. ‘Wouldn’t you think that them farmers would wear somethin besides them manure-covered
         boots into an airport?’
      

      
      The farmers heard her. ‘I hope you’re travelling on the flight with us, Ma’am, because we’ll be wearing these boots on the
         plane to America.’
      

      
      ‘Will you shut up for awhile,’ scowled the father. ‘I don’t fuckin care if they ride a donkey on to the plane.’

      
      His mother rambled on. ‘Now listen to me, Rory. You’ll need to keep showering in America. Them Americans have noses like bloodhounds.
         Only last year …’ Her voice rose. ‘One of these slick bastards said I smelled like
      

      
      ‘For shit’s sake, Mother, will you shut your face for awhile.’ The father steered Rory over to the edge of the bar. ‘You hold
         back there, Mother, and get a nice sup of tea and a sandwich off the trolley. And keep an eye to that black guard yonder,
         or he’ll hijack some plane or other contraption.’
      

      
      The barman adjusted his black dicky bow in the dead light of the small bar alcove and then turned with a smile. ‘What’ll it
         be, men?’ he said in an upbeat tone, rubbing the counter with the flick of a wrist.
      

      
      ‘I’ll tell ya what, sunshine. Giv’us two whiskeys on the rocks.’

      
      ‘On the rocks?’ The barman stopped smiling.

      
      Rory’s father nudged him. ‘I’m only coddin.’

      
      The barman winked almost imperceptibly, wheeling about on his heels.

      
      ‘Americans like it on the rocks. Ya know? With the ice thrown in.’

      
      ‘I’ll remember that.’

      
      ‘On the rocks. That’s what ya say to them boyos.’

      
      Rory looked over his shoulder at his mother. She supped away at the cup of tea.

      
      ‘Don’t bother with her.’ His father poked him in the ribs. ‘Well now, boy.’

      
      The tension mounted for a few moments. His father put a pinch of snuff on his thumb, inhaling the brown powder into each of
         his hairy nostrils.
      

      
      ‘I’ll …’ began Rory.

      
      ‘Relax and listen to me, boy.’ His father was stern and passionate. He shot his haggard face toward his son, his luminous
         eyes huge and wet. ‘The police won’t catch on for a few weeks yet. Norris down at the pub was talkin about how they haven’t
         even a clue where the body could be. There’s no fear for ya now. You’ll get away, all right.’ His father edged closer, his
         thighs spilling off the stool. He touched his son’s smooth chin with his flaccid hand, his penetrating eyes beaming. ‘Tell us what you did with it?’
      

      
      Rory fumbled his hands in his pockets for a few moments. Slowly he shook his head, raising his fist to the table, allowing
         a small trickle of seasoned salts to pass through his hollow fist. ‘It’s a secret,’ Rory whispered, accenting his clandestine
         remarks with a hunch of his shoulders. His father opened his mouth wide.
      

      
      The suitcase bulged by the leg of the stool.

      
      Rory listened to the gasping breath of his father. This man had said the rosary for fifty years of his life, every night.
         How many Hail Marys was that? Millions?
      

      
      ‘I never thought I’d …’ He shot the whiskey into his parted lips, grimacing, ‘Ah …’ He looked eminently incomplete, with his
         face beet-red and tears rimming his eyes. ‘Ah …’ he said again.
      

      
      He waited a few moments, pointed to the empty glass, and the barman went to the shelf once more.

      
      ‘When you get to the Bronx, go to this address. There are other names there, too. I got them off the schoolteacher. He knows
         who’s who over there.’ Again he let his thoughts linger. ‘He’s disappointed in you, boy.’
      

      
      His father handed him a piece of folded paper. ‘But he’ll say nothin to no one.’

      
      Rory felt the whiskey in his stomach. His face was a river of sweat.

      
      ‘Wipe yourself with this, for God’s sake.’

      
      Rory refused the soiled handkerchief.

      
      The barman banged two more shots of whiskey on the counter. ‘It’s on the house.’ He winked again.

      
      Someone blew wreaths of smoke into the dimly lit bar alcove as two policemen walked by, slowly and deliberately, like two
         crows.
      

      
      His father sneezed violently into his handkerchief, swivelling on the stool. A button popped on his waistcoat. He raked his
         fingers through his iron-grey hair.
      

      
      ‘Ah …’ He sighed. ‘Memorize them names, and make sure you tear that thing up before you land.’
      

      
      Rory felt uncomfortable and hot. The swig of whiskey compounded the warmth in his body. Beads of sweat ran down his neck.

      
      ‘There is no need to worry now, boy,’ he whispered furtively, rubbing his nose on his strained white knuckles.

      
      His father poured the contents of the glass into the pit of his ulcerated belly. He worked his thumb and index finger between
         his nostrils. ‘Your mother’s in complete ignorance. She knows nothin.’ He banged the table with a sudden fear. ‘And I’ll keep
         her that way.’ His father looked at his watch again. ‘Another one for the road, boy.’
      

      
      His mother moved closer, protesting, seeing his head rising. ‘He’ll need a head on his shoulders when he gets to America!’

      
      ‘Mother, Jasus! Another foot forward and I’ll slay you here in the airport.’

      
      His father nodded and then turned back to Rory. His pouched eyes were weary and bloodshot. ‘Why?’

      
      Rory soured.

      
      ‘But you’re young. I’m blamin that fuckin telly. That’s what does it, ya know?’ He admonished unknown forces before implicating
         himself. ‘That fuckin telly!’
      

      
      ‘Please, Da,’ began Rory. ‘We better be off.’

      
      The father nudged Rory. ‘See that fuckin saint there?’ He pointed to his wife. ‘I’ve never even seen her knickers.’ His eyes
         grew huge. ‘Her knees, less times than I have toes on me feet.’ His father gave him an irreverent stare. He shot the whiskey
         into the pink corridor of his windpipe.
      

      
      ‘Let’s be rid of this thing,’ he scowled, shuffling away from the bar. He stopped suddenly, pulling Rory close to him. ‘You
         were all that I had.’
      

      
      The mother moved in from the periphery with a paper cup of tea in her hand, her four young children straggling behind. Fifty
         years of life, and pregnant again … He shut his eyes. This life of drudgery, savagery … Babies for a Catholic army, filling heaven and limbo with souls, filling graveyards with
         small white boxes and tiny feet.
      

      
      ‘Your father says this Mick Night will see by ya in New York.’

      
      The speakers echoed through the glass corridors.

      
      His father pushed his hand to his face again, burying his flat nose. Rory felt a depressed intoxication, aware that this ritual
         masking was some subtlety of disgust on his father’s part. He saw his mother’s face disappear in a wad of tissue paper. She
         was crying. She must have known, he thought.
      

      
      He inhaled the cool, clinical air of the airport. Airports somehow reminded him of hospitals, their long sour echoing corridors,
         the muffled speakers crackling, the gleaming polish of the marbled floors, the strained hush of a waiting room, families hovering
         in despair. He could feel the distance already mounting. All around him he saw last embraces held for too long. The world
         was not quite real under the fluorescent lights, the suitcases waiting ponderously in the distance. It was like the horror
         of a mother holding a dead child in her arms in the aftermath of an accident, the past and the present fluxing. He had felt
         that way when he held that limp throat, the melancholy of impotency after masturbation.
      

      
      ‘Maybe you shouldn’t write for a while. I mean …’ She stopped dead.

      
      His father surveyed him closely.

      
      Rory saw his father’s face nodding to his wife in some sort of conspiracy.

      
      Did she know? Maybe she was worried about the postmark on the letter. The police would be able to track him down.

      
      She began talking foolishness about sausages again, and Rory breathed easily once more.

      
      His mother moved with sublime maternalism. She neither denied nor accepted anything. She knew all things, but she thought
         about nothing. It was easier that way. She could feed a family on a few pounds a week. She had nurtured a generation of pain and suffering. Her breasts bled from years of raw budding
         gnashing teeth. He knew his father would have her flesh in his teeth this night.
      

      
      The line of emigrants pushed slowly forward, penitently, like souls departing for limbo.

      
      As a parting gift the father put his pocket watch into his son’s damp palm. ‘Keep that safe. It’s kept the time for two generations.
         Your grandfather left that to me on his deathbed.’
      

      
      Rory walked through the narrow tunnel to the plane. He didn’t want to look back. All he heard was his father slapping his
         young brother. ‘That fuckin Pacman will break me …’ Rory heard the shrill scream. A presentiment of horror stopped his progress
         for an instant. He turned for one glimpse, then turned once more and left that concourse of wet smiling Irish eyes and wept.
      

      
      He drank twenty-four bottles of Guinness in transit. He left a legacy of broken bottles and half-eaten bags of crisps and
         filled four sick bags in the rear of the plane. ‘It was a record of some kind,’ one of the stewardesses commented. He didn’t
         know which quantity was a record. He wanted to use the toilet outside. He went for the emergency latch numerous times. He
         smoked in the non-smoking section, much to everyone’s annoyance. Finally he slept with an inflated yellow life jacket at his
         head in the rear of the plane.
      

      
      He arrived in a snaking gangway of corridors like commissioned misery. He visited every official office unannounced. ‘Frrriends!
         I’ll have it on the rrrocks.’ He was finally steered toward customs by a menacing Mexican. ‘Are you a nigger, or do you just
         have a tan?’ he howled away. At customs he declared only the black pudding as a perishable item.
      

      
      ‘Made from the blood that spills from a sheep’s throat.’ He kept saying this to the four fat American officials. They screwed
         up their faces in disbelief. Finally he left with the black pudding next to his breast. He dragged the suitcase of meat behind him.
      

      
      In the vast glass cube of the customs hall he moved about like some aquatic fish, slow and meandering, staring at the quiet
         screams of those land-breathers above.
      

      
      He was a picture of Irish debauchery, the tail of his shirt half tucked into his trousers, his bootlaces undone, his hair
         like a plundered bird’s nest. He wavered forward, the meat tailing him in the bursting suitcase.
      

      
      His breath alone parted the throngs of American-Irish who spilled over the police barricades in exuberance. His eyes swam
         in their sockets. He saw the blurred aspect of floating billboards, impatient hands fighting for space as they held up what
         seemed to be the entire phone directory of Ireland.
      

      
      He threw up the last of the brown, frothed Guinness on a young American girl, a champion Irish traditional dancer in a tasselled
         jumper.
      

      
      ‘Send the bill to Saint Patrick!’ he spluttered, falling unconscious, hopping his head off the polished floor.

      
      He didn’t remember the journey.

      
      He awoke in a small, sweltering bedroom. He still felt groggy. He scanned the immediate blackness. It faded to grey as his
         eyes adjusted to the light. A small clock read 11:30 p.m. The pipes clanked and hissed.
      

      
      He felt the urge to vomit once more, heaving over to the side of the bed. A pancake of pink vomit reeked.

      
      He raised his head again with great effort. The room resolved with that same mystique of a developing film. He felt this slow
         palpable resolution into life, hearing the faint sound of a television and the soft rumbling of some appliance. He became
         aware of the textured carpet beneath his feet. He was used to linoleum in bedrooms. His head still throbbed. When he turned
         his neck a sharp pain shot from the base of his skull to his temples. He sat still by the bed, listening to the sounds of
         this new world. He knew the sound of television, but nobody watched television at this hour of the night at home. Things were different.
      

      
      Suddenly, he remembered the suitcase of meat. It stood obediently by the bed. A trickle of juice oozed from the lining. He
         breathed easily.
      

      
      A frigid night air blew in a window just beyond his bed. He sprawled over the quilt. Before him a vast twinkling world glimmered,
         the light piercing his wounded head. He ventured further into the cool façade of eddying air. The street seemed to be miles
         below. He saw the swan-necked street-lamps casting saucers of light for miles. He took a deep breath. Even the air seemed
         to glow, alive with some distinct energy. The light never faded; it existed as a constant, its freedom exhausting. There were
         no stars in the skies. There didn’t need to be. This was the brilliant light, the luminous city of hope, and yet, as he stared,
         he sensed its omniscience, its cool scrutiny encroaching. He drew his head back into the warmth of the bedroom, like some
         nocturnal creature returning to its burrow, perplexed. He needed anonymity, above all else, but he knew that this life would
         demand that he always be a foreigner, that he flaunt his foreignness.
      

      
      The door swung open, and the light poured in, exposing his naked white body. He recoiled, covering his genitals.

      
      ‘You’re awake?’

      
      All he saw were yellow shapes drifting before his eyes. ‘Mick Night?’ he asked. Something moved into the room.

      
      ‘I’ll get you some aspirin.’

      
      He listened to the trenchant voice, swallowing saliva in his mouth. The dry heat had him parched. ‘Could I have a drink of
         water?’
      

      
      A dark cat with gas-blue eyes gingerly approached the case of meat.

      
      Rory frantically shot a foot at the creature. The cat swaggered away, hissing, its corpulent stomach dragging against the
         carpet.
      

      
      Rory heard the distant sound of gunfire from the  television in the background. He searched for his underwear, saw them at the end of the bed, and stepped into them. He wondered
         how the man had found him. He thought he should ask that at least. From there the conversation could progress. Was this fellow
         angry with him?
      

      
      A glass of water was pushed into his face, and then the two aspirin were dispensed into his other hand.

      
      Rory nodded thanks and swallowed the aspirin, taking a long gulping drink of the water. Standing in the doorway, he could
         see into the adjacent room. The blue shifting light of the television throbbed against the small enclosure. It was no bigger
         than the bedroom. A halo of flies circled a naked bulb in what appeared to be the only other compartment of space. The cat
         purred contentedly in the far corner of the outer room.
      

      
      After he ate the tablets, Rory felt he should speak, as the man apparently felt no need to explain.

      
      ‘I’m sorry about the … incident at the airport. It’s not that I can’t hold my drink …’ He stopped, waiting for a response.
         There was none. The heavy-set man just stood there fingering the ridge of his concave brow. His head was completely bald.
      

      
      Did he understand? Rory began to feel the sweat building on his neck. ‘Listen,’ he pleaded. ‘You know how it is. I’ve never
         been on a plane before. It must have been the altitude that done me in. Listen, man. I’ve drank double that in an evening
         and could walk a tightrope blindfolded.’
      

      
      It seemed pointless. The man turned his rotund body and went back to the television. He flicked through the channels with
         a small remote control. He stopped at the cartoons, giggling occasionally.
      

      
      The cat curled in on itself, and still its pale blue eyes burned softly. It stared at the case of meat in the small bedroom.

      
      Rory cursed to himself. He couldn’t understand a country that showed cartoons at eleven-thirty o’clock at night. But maybe that was what accounted for this fellow’s behaviour. Rory paced back and forth. He resolved not to speak either. He’d
         wait until morning.
      

      
      A seam of light under the doorway opened into a wash of light. Rory stepped back, almost falling.

      
      ‘Is it yourself? Well, fuck me! Come out and give us a hand … For Jasus sake, let me see ya, boy!’

      
      Rory turned his eyes up at the sound of the drawling brogue.

      
      The man bustled through the door, bags of food under his arms. ‘Take hold a this,’ he beckoned, releasing pressure on the
         bag sandwiched between his arm and his ribs.
      

      
      Rory complied, taking the weight of the bag.

      
      ‘The name’s Mick, Mick Night. And by Jasus … You’re the spittin image of …’ Night’s massive hand shot forward. He shook Rory
         like a thief shaking change from a beggar. Rory smiled. At least this fellow was civil. Immediately, Rory made light of his
         incident at the airport. He wanted to test the waters.
      

      
      ‘Were you there when I gave that young girl a real Irish welcome?’ He laughed as he spoke, forcing the issue.

      
      Night laughed, then coughed, then laughed again, slapping Rory on the back. ‘Jasus. But you’re a queer boyo.’

      
      Mick smiled, and Rory saw his blackened teeth.

      
      This was a voice of authority, of judicial equanimity. Rory knew that Night was gauging him with his handshakes and slaps,
         a kind of rudimentary prowling, a jocular forerunner of things to come. Rory liked this animal. He had the eye of a butcher
         about him again, slowly beginning to size Night up.
      

      
      ‘Did you meet Murphy? And yer man?’ Night was fingering the grinning cat. ‘Black and tan! Call him Cromwell!’

      
      Murphy screamed laughing.

      
      Rory shivered and smiled feebly, following Night as he opened the refrigerator.

      
      ‘He doesn’t say much,’ Rory said.

      
      ‘Cromwell?’ shouted Night.

      
      ‘No! Murphy …’ Rory took a deep breath. The cat slinked out of the window-frame.
      

      
      ‘Murphy’s gone in the head. Deaf as well.’

      
      Rory’s eyes lacerated Night’s bent back. He brought a stiff cleaver-like hand down on Night’s back. He wanted to force the
         point, to establish a covenant of power. His face grew twisted and black.
      

      
      Murphy turned and saw Rory’s look.

      
      Rory went and sat down by the table. The cat purred softly near Night’s hand.

      
      Rory rapped the table with his knuckles in private rebellion. His aspect signified languid poise. He was a killer, and he
         wanted them to know it. The cat ignored him, pawing at Night’s shirt-sleeve.
      

      
      Rory pictured a different scene from this stark pair and their cat, seeing fat, mottled faces, serene and plump, nursing pints
         of stout in an absurd bar like ‘The Shamrock Arms’, or ‘The Emerald Isle’, or ‘The Queen’s Knickers’. He would be brash, yet
         self-contained, if he could get out of this place. A personification of good Irish humour, laughing with an eye turned backward,
         always wary of some imperceptible enemy. He would shake hands in the most congenial manner, massaging his trigger finger in
         their warm palms, pumping a few rounds of salutations into his ‘nearest and dearest friends’. The room would be suffused with
         an easy air of brotherhood, the lingering taste of acrid stout on all their throats. They hated the damned stuff, each of
         them secretly wishing for a Budweiser. He’d walk shotgun through this massive emerald underground, carrying a legacy of eight
         soldiers with him. When he would sit they’d leave him room for the dead to sit by his side. At night he would tell them how
         he could feel the cold mist of these ghosts upon him. And they would believe him, because they wanted to be Irish. They would
         believe in pots of gold at the ends of rainbows, because it was romantic to believe in fables. This would be his world, his
         face masking a thousand subtleties, demanding attention and respect.
      

      
      Night shut the fridge and offered Rory a corned beef sandwich. Rory nearly fell to the floor. ‘Corned beef, my arse,’ he thought
         to himself. The cat opened its mouth, and its tongue seemed like a small, pink wound.
      

      
      Night held the cat at bay, waiting patiently with a tin opener in his hand. ‘Well?’

      
      The deaf man giggled in the living room, his head bobbing up and down. ‘I’ll have a corned beef sandwich, too,’ he shouted.

      
      ‘Uncanny,’ smiled Night in a soothing manner. ‘A nose like a hound.’

      
      ‘I’d love one,’ Rory said, licking his lips in feigned relish. ‘What’s his Christian name?’

      
      ‘He’s Sean. The poor fellow was shot in the head with a rubber bullet in the troubles in ‘69. I think maybe he was a little
         gone before the bullet, but nevertheless they love that fella here in the Bronx.’
      

      
      Rory bit his lip. ‘Yeah, ’69. That was before they got tough up there,’ he said severely.

      
      ‘That’s right, boy. Before things got tough …’ Night moved dexterously about the kitchen, opening and closing presses, peeling
         away the jelly slime about the meat. The cat whined softly by Night’s sleeve. Rory decided to put his trousers on. He felt
         a sudden embarrassment; underwear wasn’t the attire of a killer. He walked back into the bedroom and shut the door. He flicked
         on the light. A pool of blood circled the case, the zipper bleeding. He threw a towel down around the case and went through
         his coat and trousers searching for the piece of paper his father had given him. He remembered that he was supposed to have
         memorized the phone numbers and then to have thrown away the note. Frantically, he tossed his rucksack onto the bed and fumbled
         away, looking for the piece of paper. Where was it?
      

      
      ‘Is every thing all right?’ Night inquired.

      
      ‘Grand,’ Rory shouted out. ‘I’ll be there in a second.’

      
      Night tuned in an Irish music station on the AM dial. ‘My Wild Colonial Boy …’ he bellowed in discordance with the wheezing singer.
      

      
      Rory sat on the bed’s edge, shaking. He could see Night moving about, smiling and singing. He slowly searched through his
         pockets again, looking between Night and his belongings. His hands were hot and moist. He pulled out sweet wrappers and a
         few pounds, but there was no sign of the note. He poured the contents of his duffel bag out on to the bed, rummaging through
         socks and shirts. ‘Oh Jesus,’ he groaned, letting his head drop forward into his hands.
      

      
      ‘Are ya okay, boy?’ Night called out.

      
      ‘Fine, fine.’ Rory took short breaths, rubbing his fingers into his eyes. ‘Christ. A fuckin simple thing like tearin up a
         slip of paper, and I couldn’t even do that much. Imagine fuckin yerself like that!’ Rory wiped his face. Just as long as Night
         hadn’t found it. He could see himself answering that face. Rory kept muttering to himself. ‘Come on, relax.’ He decided it
         must have dropped out on the plane somewhere. But sure, who would be the wiser, even if someone found the thing? Did the CIA
         look at every bit of fuckin rubbish on a plane? It was only a list of names. Nobody knew he had the note except his da. ‘All
         right now.’ Rory raised himself, pressing his hands into his thighs, shaking off the bewildering fear, trying to smile as
         he looked at Night tapping along with his foot to ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’.
      

      
      He emerged into the adjoining room with a smile on his face. The blood was slowing in his veins.

      
      ‘Well,’ sighed Night, displaying an array of corned beef sandwiches on a shamrock-crested plate.

      
      ‘Let’s eat,’ joined Rory, his cynicism brimming at the sight of shamrock plates. He forgot the lost note. ‘I suppose you have
         green toilet roll to boot.’ He laughed out loud.
      

      
      Cromwell the cat ate in reverent silence.

      
      Night snorted, his face filled with a corned beef sandwich. ‘This fellow’s a funny one,’ he said, pushing the mass of meat
         and bread to one side of his cheek with his tongue.
      

      
      The deaf fellow stared at the television. ‘I got The Quiet Man on video for you,’ Night announced, tapping Murphy on the shoulder.
      

      
      ‘What?’ Murphy looked up into Night’s face. ‘What?’ he repeated like some hideous bird of prey.

      
      Night held out the video. ‘The Quiet Man.’

      
      Murphy nodded his head, mauling another sandwich.

      
      The cat curled its tail around Rory’s leg. Rory flinched and brushed the cat aside with a soft lick of his stockinged feet.

      
      Rory surveyed the apartment with a critical eye, appalled by the general squalor of the place. He wondered why his father
         had sent him to these fellows. The room was a shambles, papers and cans of beer scattered everywhere. The only sign of opulence
         was the new fridge. He took note of its huge freezer compartment.
      

      
      Cromwell hissed instinctively, his eyes flaring in cold blue bulbs.

      
      ‘It’s a beauty, that fridge, isn’t it just? The freezer holds close to forty pounds of meat alone. And there’s another one
         down below, not just the rival, but the superior of this fellow.’
      

      
      Rory flinched. Why was Night elaborating on the fridge, and the freezer? He wondered if he had been staring at it for a long
         time. ‘Yes, it’s a fantastic luxury,’ he answered laconically.
      

      
      ‘Oh, it’s a necessity, not a luxury. Yer man here eats nothing but meat. Won’t look at a salad. I’m inclined to his thinking
         myself. We’re what you’d call in the “Jack Sprat” syndrome. He’ll eat no lean, and I’ll eat no fat. We’re not into that American
         health scene at all. “Fuckin rabbits” is what Murphy calls them. I’m inclined to his way of things. A leg of mutton does me
         dandy.’
      

      
      Rory ate another sandwich in silence. He took a deep breath.

      
      ‘I suppose you’re feeling the jet lag,’ Night interrupted, unbuttoning the white shirt cradling his cannonball belly. He gave
         a belch of contentment. Cromwell sprang up, nuzzling his whiskered face into Night’s chest. ‘By Jasus! Dere’s happiness for you,’ Night said with supreme satisfaction, gently
         rubbing his pastured belly.
      

      
      Night surveyed Rory. Rory ate his sandwich self-consciously.

      
      Night’s jaws seemed to breathe like gills as he chewed his sandwich. Night drank in all of his fears.

      
      ‘I’ll toss you for the last one,’ Night grinned.

      
      Rory shook his head, ‘No.’

      
      The coin curled in the darkened room, its shadow arching downward.

      
      ‘Heads,’ shouted Murphy before the coin landed.

      
      ‘Deaf in one ear, and can’t hear out of the other,’ Night whispered with awe. ‘He’s a bastard, dat boyo! By Jasus! I’ll tell
         you.’
      

      
      Murphy kept his head forward, extending his hand over his shoulder, pawing for the meat.

      
      Rory knew they’d played this game before. Night threw the sandwich over to Murphy.

      
      When Night smiled, there was corned beef stuck to his black teeth. He could see the horrible expression in Rory’s face. He
         acquiesced with a slight tip of his head, offering another sandwich and a beer.
      

      
      ‘Where do you sleep?’ Rory asked.

      
      ‘Me and yer man there sleep downstairs in our own boudoir.’

      
      Night picked the meat from his teeth with a small toothpick. ‘You’ll have the place to yourself, except for …’ He waited.
         Murphy chuckled. Night shouted, ‘Wait for it!’ Rory looked quickly between the two men. Neither attended to the other, and
         suddenly Night dropped his hand, and Murphy shouted in perfect synchronization, ’The girl.’
      

      
      Rory waited for Night to explain. Night was in no great hurry. He worked the toothpick diligently in between the rotting crevices
         of his teeth, dislodging the salty meat. ‘That poor bitch.’
      

      
      Rory inched his head forward. ‘What girl?’
      

      
      Night pushed his chair backward, re-establishing the exact distance that Rory had gained.

      
      ‘Go on,’ Rory stammered. He felt a tremor of excitement.

      
      Murphy asked for the tape.

      
      ‘We’ll watch it down below.’ Night pointed his finger downward. ‘I have to think out loud with this fellow,’ he said, rising
         from the table.
      

      
      ‘But what …’

      
      ‘Give it up boy,’ Night said frankly, patting his potted belly. Night sat for a long time in the living room, kneading the
         cat’s soft belly. He even smiled at Murphy who never turned his head from the television.
      

      
      An hour of quiet passed in the small room. The cat slept soundly, dreaming of mice. Night let his tongue roll out of his mouth,
         snoring and swallowing occasionally, slowly digesting his belly of meat.
      

      
      When a siren screamed in the distance, Night awoke in a splutter of coughs, grabbing the languid cat.

      
      ‘Come on now, boy!’ Night began, his new meal crawling to the very ends of his toes until he could feel his nails pushing
         through his black boots. He put a head of cabbage into a huge iron pot and took some meat from the freezer. ‘A man’s got to
         plan his next meal, Rory. That’s what makes us different from other beasts. We make the future, creating and destroying. Ah
         yes, destruction is the God of progress.’ He smiled softly.
      

      
      Murphy plodded toward the door like a docile animal herded out of a barn. He raised his fat hand. He seemed to speak in gestures.

      
      Mick Night kept patting Murphy on the back. ‘Good man, move on there. We’ll see you in the morning then.’ When Murphy had
         been successfully pushed into the hallway, Night tucked his head into the room and whispered. ‘I smelt meat in your room.’
      

      
      ‘I smelt meat in your room,’ Rory repeated to himself. It was thoroughly ludicrous.
      

      
      ‘It’s been a tradition. When the boys come over they always give us a few pounds of the pudding and the sausages. If you would
         be good enough to put that meat into the fridge. Murphy loves a good Irish breakfast when he can get his hands on it.’ With
         that he withdrew his body from the doorway and vanished.
      

      
      Rory shut the door with a beaming smile. Cromwell stopped purring and crawled under Murphy’s chair. Rory went into his own
         bedroom and looked at the clock. The small red digits shone 1:45 a.m. He felt tired again. He picked up the suitcase and filled
         the freezer and fridge with the warm, fragrant cuts of meat. He sat for a few moments. The heat in the apartment was stifling.
         When he rubbed his feet on the carpet, sparks flashed, the colour of the cat’s sapphire eyes.
      

      
      It was eight o’clock in the morning in Ireland. He felt he should try and sleep some more. But he kept thinking of how the
         police would be out searching for the body in the misty hills. He lay on the bed, stripped naked, the framed window casting
         grey bars across his body. He began to drift off to sleep in the warm hiss of the heater.
      

      
      Outside it began to rain lightly, the droplets hitting the window in soft splats. His eyes gleamed in the fractured light
         of the otherworld.
      

      
      He seemed to sleep for hours.

      
      When he opened his eyes, the rain had turned to snow. He yawned and stretched his limbs. He heard the same distant sounds
         of the television. The cat scratched the door with its claws. Rory hadn’t been to the bathroom since the flight, and now he
         felt the urge. As he rose, he heard another human voice. It came from the living room. The girl must have come back when he
         was asleep. He heard another whispering voice, or rather a grunt, a deep guttural grunt.
      

      
      All he could smell was the watery odour of stale cabbage that Night had left to boil overnight on the cooker.
      

      
      He slipped into his trousers and tiptoed to the door. The voices were quiet. He peeped through a crack in the door. The television
         throbbed its murky light, but he saw nothing. The cat shied backward, its eyes squinted.
      

      
      Rory opened the door further, leaning forward.

      
      In panic, he withdrew his head. In the furthest corner of the room he saw two bodies. One of the shapes lay prostrate, the
         other, the girl, moved like a sea nymph in the light of the television. He felt a sudden shock in his body. Above the creatures,
         he’d seen the framed picture of Jesus. The image came as an effigy from across the waters. He took a slow breath. He didn’t
         remember seeing it when he sat with Night a few hours ago. Beads of sweat streamed down the insides of his thighs. He felt
         a sudden gorging of blood in his veins.
      

      
      He crept on all fours into the kitchen, straining not to rustle the crumpled rubbish strewn about the floor.

      
      The cat arched its back, hissing quietly. The young girl stood in the unreal light, her lucent body like a saintly apparition.
         The eyes of Jesus seemed to follow her.
      

      
      Rory snaked into the kitchen. He stared at the girl again. She was frail and beautiful, her long limbs moving slowly in the
         shifting candlelight.
      

      
      ‘Well, let’s begin,’ grumbled the man. He was naked already, save for a white tank top.

      
      The girl seemed unnerved. She lit a circle of small candles about her. The oval of faint light danced on her body. Her shadow
         shimmered on the wall.
      

      
      Cromwell knocked the milk off the counter. It smashed into fragments.

      
      The man rose up.

      
      ‘Cromwell.’ The girl shivered. He saw her body flex with fear.

      
      The man sat inert against the head of the bed once more. The man didn’t seem afraid of the picture of Jesus. Rory saw that the man had a small penis, like a child’s, which contrasted with the huge aspect of his outstretched hands. He wondered
         why bodies were proportioned that way. Was that evolution? Survival of the fittest? You needed big hands like an ape to grab
         what you wanted; the other extremities could live on the prowess of that stranglehold.
      

      
      The girl turned her head away, an oblique grimace passing for both pain and sorrow forming on her face. She moved in a halo
         of yellow light.
      

      
      ‘Begin,’ grunted the heavy man, slapping his fat, clawed hands in agitation.

      
      The girl began like some delicate machine, a kind of doll on a music box. She curved her hips in a soothing gyration. Her
         spine arched gently like a bow, her pubic hair glistening with a clear lubricant like melted butter.
      

      
      ‘Sweet Molly Malone, you’re all alone,’ he whispered.

      
      Rory stared at her. She kneaded her own buttocks with her long fingernails.

      
      He strained to see her, the transformation from machine to whore slowly enveloping his mind. The cheeks of her bottom moved
         gently in silken underwear. Slowly, she slipped her hands beneath the torn silken panties, finally stepping out of a lavender
         circle of silk.
      

      
      Rory held his breath. The lavender-shedded skin made him shudder.

      
      With a click of her bra she let her small breasts fall forward.

      
      Rory shut his eyes for a brief moment.

      
      She began to pirouette before her audience of one, her lean body stretching upward, her hair gently wavering in the stillness
         of the air.
      

      
      The man beckoned for her to come close. She did not venture forward. She raised her arms above her head, the nape of her neck
         exposed, her hands cupping her hair into a careless bun.
      

      
      The man seemed impatient. He raised his voice. ‘Come here, or there’ll be no money.’

      
      The girl complied. Rory could no longer see the delicate outline of her ribs. A small pouch of fat rippled about her waist.
         She looked like one of those eighteen-year-old girls at home on the strand who had just had a baby, or a late abortion. Suddenly
         the girl vanished out of sight. Rory propped himself up instinctively.
      

      
      The bodies aroused Rory. He tucked himself back behind the barricade of the kitchen table and listened.

      
      The man kept repeating something. Rory heard the slurping of their union and suddenly he felt the ebb of passion, the alienation
         of a prisoner who must watch from a distance. He was once more drawn to that contorted face of Jesus above the shaking bed.
         A ruby-coloured bulb burned softly within a rich cavern of human organs. He stared at the ripe heart in the centre of the
         chest. They ate this kind of heart at his house; they called it religion. He hated eating these bloody organs, tasting the
         bitter piss of the kidneys, remembering how his mother turned his potatoes to an orange hue, mixing the heart juice with them.
      

      
      He was breathing hard. As a boy he saw these bleeding stigmas in every house. The hideous hearts thumped everywhere. He was
         always aware of his own heart when he passed them, thinking of its spongy aspect. One day at communion he chewed the host and
         then became frightened, thinking he had punctured the heart of Jesus and had a pint of thick blood in his mouth.
      

      
      He shut his eyes, and still he could not keep the image of the ruby light from flickering penitently in his brain.

      
      The girl coughed violently. Slowly he crept back toward his room and closed the door.

      
      Later he heard the girl vomiting in the bathroom, and he cried into his pillow.

      
      At breakfast, Murphy was in great form. He had a face like an intelligent ox. He whistled away through a prodigious snout,
         the grease from the pan spitting furiously back in his face. Night came up to the apartment in an old flannel robe, sniffing the air with satisfaction. Rory sat by the kitchen table,
         saying nothing. The girl lay curled on the bed settee with the ease of a slumbering cat about her, a sheet drawn across her
         waist. He could see the outline of breasts. She had dark red hair.
      

      
      ‘How did you sleep?’ Night inquired, buttering a slice of bread at the table with his index finger. He had fingers like knives,
         Rory noticed, disconcerted. He knew he would never trust this man; he would never turn his back in his presence.
      

      
      ‘Fine,’ Rory answered laconically.

      
      Cromwell sat on his hind legs like a porcelain figurine watching Murphy prepare a meal of tripe and ribs with left-over mashed
         potato and the boiled cabbage. Its bleached head steamed in a massive colander.
      

      
      The fragrant, savoury whiff of the pan filled Murphy’s pink nostrils. He giggled away to himself, a primitive creature refining
         his culinary skills.
      

      
      ‘By Jasus, it smells a treat,’ shouted Night, his lips moist with saliva.

      
      They ate their breakfasts in silent ravishment, save for Murphy’s constant slurping of tea. Rory shunned the meal, complaining
         of stomach cramps. The rich burgundy bouquet of organs was piled in a formidable heap.
      

      
      The cat approached with tail erect and tore a piece of liver off the plate and ran to the sanctuary of the window-sill.

      
      Kathleen said in a soft voice from the adjacent room. ‘May I have some?’

      
      ‘Look at that fuckin face as long as Lent!’ Night shouted, punching Murphy on the back, and Murphy kept half-choking, grunting
         replies, and fitfully nodding his head.
      

      
      Night pulled the bacon-like slices apart with his fingers, peeling away the white line of fat in long delicate ribboned strips.
         ‘I didn’t see any money on the table,’ he said between slobbers.
      

      
      ‘He didn’t give me anything. He said he’d fix it up with you,’ Kathleen replied in a weak voice. ‘He said you said it was okay.’
      

      
      ‘When did I ever give any of my property away for free?’ he roared. ‘He’ll tell me that he gave it to you.’

      
      ‘I swear … I swear on my mother’s life that he said he fixed it up with you.’ Kathleen began to sob under her breath, but
         she didn’t let Night see her crying.
      

      
      Rory felt a great pity for her. He’d heard Night calling her ‘his property’. He wanted to fall down beside her and gently
         rub her head and tell her he would take her away from that pig. But he said nothing, surveying his two captors.
      

      
      Night smiled, and Murphy eyed the pile of meat with unconcealed zeal, juice squirting from his open mouth.

      
      ‘Help yourself, boyo. And I’ll try some o’ those ribs you’re not touchin.’ Their dark hands writhed like octopus tentacles,
         weaving dexterously through the carbuncled kidneys, the slick copper-coloured liver lobes. Rory reached for his tea, the saucer
         trembling as he touched the cup. He was nervous. Night sensed the tension, stabbing at Rory’s hairless hands. ‘What doesn’t
         move, I’ll eat,’ he laughed.
      

      
      Rory smiled, withdrawing the china teacup with his stiff trigger finger. Night grinned, and Murphy belched. Night prowled
         with his eyes, protecting his kill as a savage dog protects its bone.
      

      
      Rory held his cup before his face.

      
      Night continued, orchestrating the entire frenzy with his fork and knife, his grizzled face flecked with spots of bacon grease.

      
      Finally Kathleen appeared, wrapped in a sheet like a sculptor’s model. She was tall and supple, the white sheet tucked between
         her narrow cleavage, accentuating the shape of her breasts. Rory looked at her in astonishment.
      

      
      ‘Don’t stare,’ she said brashly.

      
      Rory nearly choked on his tea, spitting a horrible poultice of bread into Murphy’s vacant face. Murphy kicked the table over,
         falling backwards. Night toppled sideways, a chop firmly clenched between his teeth. He brought the tablecloth down with his sharp fingers, grabbing Rory with his other hand.
         He was no fool. If he was going to die, he would kill others. He believed that death was not a solitary event. He growled
         in pain, but the chop remained steadfast between his teeth.
      

      
      The girl moved off into the bathroom, not caring to see the outcome of the fall.

      
      ‘Jasus Christ.’ Night frowned as he heaved Murphy’s flaccid body off the floor. ‘That’s two nails in your coffin, girl!’ he
         roared.
      

      
      Murphy aligned himself again at the table and began sucking a bone meditatively, staring openly into Rory’s face. A large
         bruise grew on his left temple.
      

      
      Rory turned crimson.

      
      Night fanned the tablecloth. It fluttered like a phantom moth in the luxuriant heat of the small room. ‘What do you do with
         a girl like that?’ he said directly to Rory.
      

      
      Rory shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know.’ He listened with his eyes closed, hearing the slow trickle of urine. There was
         no door in the bathroom. And when she farted, Night snorted tea through his nostrils, and Murphy banged the table. The meats
         quivered.
      

      
      ‘Oh! What do you do with a girl like that?’ Murphy shouted.

      
      Rory said nothing and left the table. Flies circled the unattended meat. Night flashed his knife over the plate, appropriating
         a small strip of meat for the girl, placing it on to a small plate. ‘Here you are,’ he grumbled. ‘Don’t say I’m not a fair
         man. The likes of you living here under my roof and robbing me blind … I’ll have that money before I go downstairs, if you
         please, girl.’ He nudged Rory. ‘Nothin like scarin the knickers off her, hey boyo?’
      

      
      Rory paced back and forth. He wondered why Night put himself in such a bad light.

      
      The two men began eating once more. Kathleen ate at her assigned place, on her bed settee. She nibbled her food in a mouse-like manner, turning bread in her small delicate fingers.
         She kept staring at Rory as she swallowed small bites.
      

      
      ‘When can I leave the apartment, to get fresh air and the like?’ Rory asked, trying to look away from the girl.

      
      ‘You’ll stay put awhile. We don’t want any of the neighbours knowing you’re here,’ Night answered. ‘You see, there are spies
         always and everywhere. It goes with a democracy. If there’s money to be made, it’s going to be made out of another’s mistake,
         so everyone watches everyone else.’
      

      
      Kathleen turned her dark head and smiled. ‘So, what is your name?’

      
      ‘Rory.’

      
      She seemed as innocent and harassed as she had been the night before. ‘Was it … Was it you who was out here last night?’

      
      She seemed to ask it for fear that Rory had seen her naked.

      
      He didn’t answer. He began pacing the floor once more. No one talked for a few moments. The flies clotted the pale light above
         the sink.
      

      
      Night dabbed grease on his shirt-sleeve, nodding solemnly to himself, blotting the grease on his lips with the edge of the
         tablecloth. He rose and took Murphy by the shoulder and steered him toward the door. ‘We’re off for now! Don’t let a soul
         in, or think of going out today. I’ll try to arrange a meeting for you at one of the bars so you can get a chance to meet
         people later on,’ Night said, as he fumbled for a key to lock the door.
      

      
      Kathleen nodded and began collecting the dirty dishes.

      
      Rory remained in the bedroom all day. Night rang on the phone some hours later. Kathleen called Rory out of his room. She
         was still wrapped in the sheet. Rory wondered if she had any clothes, since there were no cupboards anywhere in the house,
         and he saw none of her clothing around the place, except for the pale, silky underwear near the television.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ he said. He saw that her blanched shoulders were covered in small, purple welts; her slender neck, marked by
         fresh bites. She showed her white teeth and smiled a hapless smile of friendship. ‘That was Night. He says you’re to meet
         under the Pleasure Emporium at nine o’clock.’
      

      
      ‘And where is that?’

      
      Kathleen came back a few moments later. He’d seen her looking through the keyhole like a child. He saw her eye in the socket,
         watching him. ‘Come in!’ he shouted.
      

      
      She came in and stood motionless. ‘Where are you from, Rory?’

      
      Her voice was sweet. He liked how she said his name.

      
      ‘Originally from Limerick, but I spent most of my years in Belfast.’

      
      ‘You don’t have a Northern accent,’ she replied, smiling faintly. ‘I’m … I’m sorry about last

      
      ‘Shoo …’ whispered Rory. He gave her a weary look, trying to convey an abject quietness, the kind of penitent demeanor that
         he felt patriots would adopt in moments of self-reflection and humility.
      

      
      She seemed to understand, but she blushed all the same. She brushed her gentle fingers along her scarred neck. He felt her
         wounds in his own mind. ‘Myself, I’m from the Falls Road.’
      

      
      He nodded his head. Belfast or Deny? He couldn’t decide.

      
      She shifted her weight to one hip, her hair falling to the side. He only imagined her lips moving as she whispered, ‘Would
         you like a cup of tea, Rory?’
      

      
      His own name lapped in the soft solitude of the moment. She was a creature of beauty, not something for sale.

      
      He eased into conversation once more. ‘How long have you been here, Kathleen?’

      
      She smiled self-consciously. ‘Too long.’ She ran her fingers through her hair.

      
      Her scent remained when she left the room.

      
      Rory shut his eyes and grimaced. He could hear the muted sounds of the taxi horns in the distance. What would it be like when he actually moved out? He thought of stories of men left
         to die in the streets of New York and nobody coming to save them until it was too late. That was a kind of horror that he
         could not endure. At night, under the invisible sun of his homeland, in the midst of a bar, in the pitch of an argument, maybe
         then he could have killed; indeed he did kill and walk away, but, in the daylight of some cold city, could a whole nation
         have the courage to keep walking by a dying man?
      

      
      Rory stepped out of bed and moved toward the kitchen. Kathleen moved quietly, the sheet falling in cool pleats about her body.
         He watched her attentively, wondering what held her prisoner in this slum.
      

      
      The silence fell for a few more seconds. Rory stared out of the small rattling window in the front room. The night was settled
         again. Snow drifted by and by, the world burning in the icy lights of Manhattan.
      

      
      ‘How many spoons?’ she shouted.

      
      ‘Two,’ he said absently.

      
      Rory felt himself humming in an affectless tone that tripe that Night had tuned in, ‘The Wild Colonial Boy’. He stopped himself
         abruptly, but he knew he was slowly becoming infected.
      

      
      Kathleen laid two piping cups of tea on the small table in the sitting room. Her hair flared in flaming, orange tongues as
         the strobed light of a passing ambulance flashed into the room.
      

      
      ‘Do you know that way more people are killed here in a year than have been killed since the Troubles began?’

      
      He didn’t answer her. Her hair turned dark once more in the greyness. She crossed her legs, the sheet billowing, falling away
         in two halves at her hip, exposing one of her thin legs. He caught a glimpse of her bottom, covered with small goose-pimples.
      

      
      He drank the tea, scanning the pathetic aspect of the small room.

      
      ‘How long have you been here?’ he asked again.
      

      
      She took a sip of her tea. ‘It doesn’t matter, Rory.’

      
      He smiled feebly. In a sudden anxiety he saw that image again from the previous night, her flickering tongue licking the night
         air. He shook his head. ‘I have money,’ he said softly. ‘You could get away.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a long way down, Rory,’ Kathleen smiled.

      
      Rory felt she had heard this kind of pleading before. How many other fellas had there been before him? He looked to the wall,
         taking a soft breath. He noticed that the picture of Jesus was gone. He didn’t want to say anything about it, though.
      

      
      ‘Are you religious?’ he said at last.

      
      She stopped smiling. ‘You better not tell them.’ She clutched the sheet about her breasts, her bottom still raised with goose-pimples.

      
      He thought again of that throbbing heart and of her, naked in the yellow light of the candles. He could still see small rings
         of the opaque wax on the floor.
      

      
      She let the sheet fall from her shoulders. ‘Don’t tell.’ She had her back turned to him. He turned his head away. ‘Please,
         you don’t have to …’ He grew sullen. The night air flowed into the room. He kept staring at the city high-rises.
      

      
      Kathleen took another sip of her tea, her head bent in repose, as though in prayer. Another siren wailed through the city.
         Rory stared at her stooped spine, curved like a pathetic question-mark. The light and sound came in pulses. He reached to
         pull the sheet around her shoulders. She shivered, and he let the sheet fall.
      

      
      He rolled his eyes in despair, his hands sweating on her pale bottom …

      
      The snow fell in a rich blanket beyond.

      
      ‘I’m sorry for you …’ Kathleen whispered.

      
      Rory gently put his lips to her neck, kissed her and went to his room once more.

      
      When he came out, the picture was on the wall again. Kathleen squatted before the image, her eyes like green gems. The cat stared, mesmerized by the shifting red glow of the light.
         Kathleen had removed the sheet. The city had grown darker, a serene silence consecrating her nakedness. She put her hands
         together as though in prayer, raising them above her head. He edged back. He did not want to intrude. Her eyes were closed
         now. She sensed his movements. She remained stiff, her body a cathedral, her thin arms extended as a spire. She turned her
         gaze at the ceiling. His eyes migrated from her dark form to the bleeding eyes of the enigmatic face upon the wall. The room
         shimmered in a nebula of pain.
      

      
      The ruby light poured from the plum-coloured heart. Kathleen didn’t move, the wind breathing gently through a half-open window,
         quenching the candles. She shuddered.
      

      
      Again, Rory closed his door. He kept anticipating this other life that he had been promised. There was a future beyond these
         weeks of gloomed captivity. They were whispering his name in the emerald underground, even now. He was sure of it. ‘The man
         who killed eight soldiers …’
      

      
      ‘I’m not a whore, Rory,’ Kathleen whispered from beyond the door.

      
      Rory said nothing, the image of the bar washed away by her soft voice.

      
      ‘No,’ the voice whispered once more.

      
      Still Rory persisted. He buried his head in the pillow. The slayer of eight soldiers! That would hold stock among the emerald
         underground. They would take care of him. There was work off the books on construction sites, work in bars all over the Bronx.
         His accent alone would draw a crowd. He would be set free from this bondage. But he had to believe in what he needed to be
         if he were to stay alive, and that was what scared him. In his heart he knew that was what the girl had done. She had, in
         her most intimate moments, believed that she was a whore.
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