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The Bronx, NYC – 1984
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THOMAS FOX WALKS INTO the room expecting trouble. So far, the luck of the Irish has been with him.

“Where’s my money, Tommy?” the blonde man asks.

Fox just stands there. The man repeats himself.

“I don’t have it yet,” Fox whispers.

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t have no money like.”

“Where you from, Tommy?”

“Ireland.”

“I know that, buddy – I mean where really you from?”

“Ireland.”

The man could call him another stupid Mick, but he won’t—he’s almost one himself.

“Don’t push it, Tommy – which county?”

“Mayo.”

“Mayo,” says Sean McGoldrick, gangster, rising from his desk. He walks up to Fox, close enough for Fox to smell whiskey and weed on his breath. “You know what my old man said about Mayo men, Tommy?”

“I don’t, no.”

“Said you’re the laziest sons of bitches there are.”

Fox has never heard such a thing. Back in Castlebar, everyone worked hard when there were jobs to be had.

“My folks are from Kerry. Hard workin’, salt-of-the-earth people – you get my drift?”

Fox says nothing. His mother’s honest. His father was too, before he died.

“Lost your tongue, numbnuts?”

“No, it’s just—”

“It’s just what?”

McGoldrick’s a second-generation Irish drug dealer, loan shark, and associate of Mickey Featherstone, one of the most dangerous men in New York City and a leader of the Westies in Hell’s Kitchen. He’s twenty-eight, with more than a few men’s blood on his hands.

Fox came here to escape poverty and unemployment. Now he’s learning the ways of the street. He wants money. He wants what other people have. He wants what every American’s supposed to have.

“It’s just,” Fox says, “I’ll get ya the money – I promise. Give me another week, Sean. Please.”

“I gave you another week last time, and that was three weeks ago.”

“But I promise ya now.”

“Promises, promises,” McGoldrick sighs.

“But I mean it.”

“They all mean it, Tommy.”

McGoldrick walks back to his chair.

“C’mon, we’re both Irishmen, surely that’s enough.”

Fox is playing the patriotic card, hoping to get on the gangster’s good side. It’s always worked before. Maybe it’s the brogue, maybe the charm. Either way, he’s still alive.

“Don’t play that shit with me, Tommy. Nah, you’re gonna have to do somethin’ for me – for the sake of interest, let’s say.”

“What are ya talkin’ about, Sean?” Fox asks, the fear creeping in.

McGoldrick’s a compatriot. He should be on his side.

“Do you understand me, Tommy?” Fox says nothing. “Count yourself fuckin’ lucky, buddy – if ya were dealin’ with the Wops or Kikes they’d have cut you into pieces, burnt you, and used your ashes for fertilizer, you ungrateful son of a bitch.”

Fox doesn’t grasp every word, but the meaning is clear enough.

“Get outta here, you asshole,” McGoldrick says with a laugh—humorless, full of contempt.

Fox turns for the door.

“Oh, and Tommy—don’t be goin’ nowhere, runnin’ off, you hear?”

Fox nods and walks out.
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IT’S A HOT SATURDAY afternoon in Woodlawn Heights, the Bronx. Fox steps out of McGoldrick’s seedy office at the back of a garage and fancies a cold one. A few blocks away, on McClean Avenue, sits Reynolds Bar — the Irish community’s hangout and Fox’s second home.

He orders a Miller — his American favorite. Too hot for Guinness, and in New York it never tastes like it does back home. After a quick chat with the barman, Brendan Barrington from County Offaly, Fox grabs a table, lifting a USA Today from the rack. He skims the front page and sports section without taking them in. News from Ireland means more, but he only gets it during fortnightly calls to his mother in Mayo, or when locals or new arrivals bring a copy of the Irish Daily Mirror or The Irish Times.

He lights a cigarette. Fox’s dark hair and eyes mark him as “black Irish,” a tale his father swore came from a Spanish Armada shipwreck. Fox figures it’s rubbish.

One beer turns to another, then another. American beer is weaker than back home, so he downs them fast.

By mid-afternoon the place is busier. Fox talks football with Mick Casey from Galway, laughing at Kerry’s semi-final win at Croke Park. He passes Terence O’Reilly the number of a builder looking for labor.

Three years ago, when he first landed in New York, Fox lived in Queens, working at a printing press until he broke the machine. Then came garbage collection, then a meat-packing factory. Every job’s been hard, but he’s a tough Culchie used to it. Now he’s a handyman at The Starlight Club, a Bronx nightclub owned by Padraic McGoldrick — Sean McGoldrick’s uncle. The money he borrowed from Sean was to bring his mother, brother, and two sisters over for a two-week visit — his first time seeing them in three years.

“All right, Tommo, how’s it goin’?”

James Cusack, a fellow Mayo man Fox met in Queens. They once shared an apartment, later moving to Woodlawn Heights. Now Fox lives with his girlfriend, Moira.

“Not so bad — what ya up to, Jimmy?” Fox asks, pulling out a chair.

“This and that.”

“Your face looks thirsty, Jimmy — want a drink?”

“I can’t buy ya one back — I’m skint.”

Fox heads to the bar.

“When are ya goin’ to pay, Tommo?” Barrington asks.

Fox has always worked the tab system hard.

“When I’ve got it.”

“You already owe me seventy-eight sweet ones — can’t go on, Tommo.”

“Leave it out, big man,” Fox says.

He returns with two cold bottles to a smiling Cusack.

“I was just thinkin’,” Cusack says, beer in hand, “what about Manhattan tonight? Few jars — it is Saturday.”

“I don’t think so,” Fox says. He wants to stay local. Moira’s expecting him early.

“You’re gettin’ more borin’ than me granny’s boot, Tommo — come on.”

“That’s what Moira keeps tellin’ me.”

They drink on until Fox, eyes red, leaves Cusack at the table.
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WALKING HOME THROUGH the humid night, Fox thinks about the trouble he’s in. Borrowing from Sean McGoldrick was stupid. The whole Bronx knows who Sean is and what he’s capable of. But Fox wanted his family to see America.

It’s a ten-minute walk from Reynolds Bar to the two-bedroom apartment he shares with Moira Langdon. Born in New York to an Irish mother, she’s patient, and Fox knows he’s lucky.

“All right,” he says as he walks in.

From the couch, she looks at him. Something good is cooking in the kitchen. Beer always leaves him hungry.

“Where have you been?” she asks, already knowing the answer.

“Out.”

“To the bar, yeah?”

“Ah, I haven’t now, don’t be stupid.”

He kisses her. She smiles, despite the beer on his breath.

“I made macaroni cheese,” she says.

“You’re a legend.”

In the kitchen, she dishes up.

“So where were you?”

“Here and there.”

“What’s that mean?”

“I was busy.”

Fox sometimes misses Queens and the freedom of living with Cusack. Now he feels trapped.

“Yeah, Thomas, you’re always busy.”

Moira hates him working for McGoldrick’s uncle. She knows their reputation.

“Work’s work, love. Money’s money.”

“I read the classifieds — they’re hiring an assistant janitor at Fordham University. Not far, and it’d suit you.”

Fox eats, barely listening. She repeats herself.

“Well, I think you should go for it — could be the start of something big.”

“Yeah, right — no thanks, love,” he sniggers.

“It’d beat working for McGoldrick and his family.”

Fox pushes back from the table, walks into the living room, and switches on the TV. Baseball. He flips to the news — a Brooklyn murder, a Staten Island bank robbery. He left Castlebar for this.

“Wake up!”

Moira’s shaking him.

“What?” He rubs his eyes, cranky. He’d been dreaming — starring for Mayo at McHale Park, scoring four goals and three points.

“I need you to take the trash out.”

Fox has been domesticated — trash, dishes, vacuuming. In Castlebar, he never lifted a finger. His friends would laugh to see him like this.

“I’ll do it later.”

“No you won’t. Do it now.”

Grumbling, Fox hauls himself up, takes the trash outside to the dumpster. The warm night is a far cry from Mayo’s rain and Atlantic winds.

He lights a cigarette, gazing at the cloudless sky. Nights like this make him miss Ireland.

He stubs it out and heads back upstairs.

“Make us a cup o’ tay, love?”

She’s already made one — milk and two sugars. Fox only drinks tea from Moira or other Irish hands. Americans can’t make it right. Coffee’s their thing.

He sits on the couch, feet up. A comedy’s on, but the humor feels slapstick and vulgar — nothing like home.

“Turn that feckin’ shite off, love,” he says.

She switches off the TV, and they go to bed. Over their bed hangs a crucifix from Fox’s maternal grandfather, Thomas Dalton — his namesake — given to him at his First Communion.
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THE NEXT MORNING, FOX eats the breakfast Moira made before leaving for her nursing shift at North Central Bronx Hospital. Her parents aren’t shy about their disappointment. They think Fox will have a hard time in America — no education, no trade, no knack for selling himself. Moira doesn’t care. She loves him.

After pancakes and syrup, Fox gets ready and leaves. He walks down Martha Avenue to the Woodlawn subway, headed south into the Bronx to The Starlight Club — his workplace for the last few months. Padraic McGoldrick, uncle to Sean, owns the place.

Around back, Fox knocks on the kitchen door. Santiago, the Puerto Rican club manager, answers.

“Hi, Thomas,” Santiago says warmly. “You’re early, man.”

Fox nods, steps inside. They sit in the kitchen for a morning drink — Santiago with coffee, Fox with tea.

“What time’ll Padraic be in?” Fox asks, already dreading the answer. He wonders if Sean’s told his uncle about the unpaid debt.

“Why you askin’?”

“It’s nothin’.”

Santiago sees it in his eyes. The McGoldricks have that effect — they chew you up, spit you out.

“Wanna talk about it?”

“I don’t, Santiago. I’m fine, honest.”

Santiago doesn’t buy it.

Fox gets to work — first a light switch in the women’s restroom, then hauling crates of beer from the cellar. The Starlight’s one of the Bronx’s best nightclubs, mixing current hits with last decade’s disco. Celebrities come here. So do high-profile gangsters from the Bronx and Manhattan.

When Fox finishes, Santiago says Padraic wants to see him.

Padraic McGoldrick is thick-set, fifty-eight, in New York since he was seventeen. American now in all but admission — and no one would dare tell him that.

Fox knocks, unsure if Padraic will be as “charitable” as Sean.

“D’ya wanna drink, Tommo?” Padraic asks, opening a cabinet stocked with fine whiskey. Behind him, a map of Ireland and an Irish tricolour hang on the wall.

“I don’t, thanks. Bit early.”

“Go on, have one, ya boyo.”

Fox hesitates. The boss says jump, you jump.

“But I’m workin’, sir.”

“Ah, go on — little tipple?”

“I don’t, no.”

“Go on.”

“All right,” Fox says, reluctant.

If Moira saw him now, she’d call him a sad Mick trapped by the bottle. He thinks of this as the glass touches his lips. The whiskey burns, then warms.

“So, Tommo, what’s this me nephew’s told me about ya?”

“What d’ya mean, sir?”

“Don’t play the eejit.”

“I’m not.”

“Then what about the money ya owe him?”

“I’m paying it back, sir.”

Fox takes a breath, the way his father did when Fox’s mother asked where he’d been after a night in the pubs.

“He told me he wants ya to do somethin’ for him.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“And d’ya know what exactly it is?”

“I don’t, no.”

Finishing the whiskey, Fox fears the worst. He regrets taking the money at all.

“I do,” Padraic says, smirking.

“What is it, sir?”

“Ah, you’ll find out soon enough.”

“I was thinkin’... I’ll be payin’ it back soon. No need for favours or messages — just give me more time, sir.”

“I’m doin’ ya a great service with the work ya already do. Money for old rope, and I’m only helpin’ ya out because you’re from back home.”

Helpin’ me out, Fox thinks. If this is help, I’ll pass.

“Come on, Padraic, be reasonable.”

“Ah, tryin’ to negotiate now, are ya, ya fecker, usin’ me Christian name like we’re equals?” Padraic’s eyebrows rise.

“I’m not, not at all.”

“D’ya wanna another drink?”

“I don’t, thanks.”

“Ya afraid me nephew’s gonna do somethin’ bad to ya? Surprised, Tommo — I thought us Paddies were made of tougher stuff.”

“I’m not afraid.”

“That’s good. But you have to understand, Sean can get ahead of himself — do things he shouldn’t.” Padraic’s sly smile carries weight. “Get outta me sight, Mr Fox, before I boot ya up the arse and send ya back to that shitehole Castlebar.”

Fox leaves without a word. Santiago’s waiting outside.

“What did he say? What did he say?” he whispers.

“Go away,” Fox mutters, annoyed.
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LATER THAT DAY, WORN out and thirsty, Fox stops at The Clifden Saloon on Katonah Avenue, minutes from home. Woodlawn and nearby Yonkers are packed with Irish bars. Out of them all, The Clifden and Reynolds are his favourites.

He orders a beer and sits. On the TV, the Yankees play the Athletics. Fox glances up — he’ll never get Americans’ obsession with baseball. He’d rather watch cricket, an English game, which says a lot about how little he cares for their pastime.

He knows the barman and a few locals here, but his face is less familiar than in Reynolds. He drinks quickly and heads home.
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