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         PRAISE FOR OH WHEN THE SAINTS


         “To say Peter Money’s Oh When The Saints is beautifully written doesn’t give this multi-faced, humane, and profoundly moving book justice. But damnit I’ll say it. This book is beautifully written, from start to finish. There were so many times I simply re-read a sentence for the sheer joy of its cadence. Listen to this: ‘How can a girl cultivate gladness after sorrow? Come flood, come drought, come storms of circumstance or unexpected pain, Kath made glad-rags from decimated suits.’ A poet, a novelist, Money is the rare fusion. I savored the deeply felt human connections that animate this novel. May the Saint (and Denny, Kath, Nuala, and the others) live on.”

         —Peter Orner, author of Love and Shame and Love,

and editor of Underground America

         
             

         

         “Young Denny follows sounds and sensations in the hope of a bright future. A great city clutter has to be negotiated. Finding love is a small miracle. Keeping his eye to the kaleidoscope, Peter Money writes with artistry and invention.”

         —Philip Davison, author of Eureka Dunes

         
             

         

         “Hyper-aware Denny, a young American in Dublin, makes his tentative way towards adulthood with a supporting cast of oddball friends. Denny hopes for a big love, the ‘girl named Ireland’. Akin to a Joycean ramble, Oh When the Saints follows a sensitive boy on the reluctant verge of manhood, who cannot help endlessly analysing his own – and others’ – place in the stream of life. His heart is ‘a sack of air’ until he meets a trainee librarian with ambitions to be wild. This is a strange, elliptical novel of ideas, told in punchy, poetic prose; Peter Money’s is a vivid, fresh and welcome voice.”

         —Nuala O’Connor, author of Joyride to Jupiter
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            Chapter One

         

         In Rathmines people left their houses and flats one by one, like a wall of sand beginning to break up with pressure behind it over time. The charity shops were closed for donations so someone had left a box in front of one of them. In an airport this wouldn’t do. No one noticed the hand of a doll sticking out of the side of the box but Denny did. Commuters, gripers, strategists ….

         The only music was the onerous strain of bus brakes, an echoed heel landing too square before the curb, a restrained four-cylinder engine in first and then second gear. The smell of diesel, a mixture of fish – maybe ambergris – and coal, bitters and sweets, boot leather and shaving lather. All this tactile and sensory stuff and Denny held onto a sense of being left behind.

         Because he had little choice, to amuse himself he followed the sounds and sensations to their internal conclusions. If Denny could conjure himself as bus brakes he thought he felt indeed a hidden brute force. ‘Grrrrrr. I am a man. A bull in stride. Bollocks to walls and if the walls had ears ….’ He suddenly felt his own slight girth like the weight of an engine block rolling on wheels, held to a stop as if someone’s flattened hands pushed against his bare chest as his eyes rolled back. As he stretched into a longer stride he was breathing a primordial leather that the canal opened up, a kind of intoxicant of algae and fish pee – and the day’s wet weather aerating the roots of trees.

         Denny walked the maze of red brick and grey stone wishing Kath would call. While they were ‘only friends’, he could do with her now.

         ‘Every day a new chance for the journey, yeah Den’?’ Kath would say sometimes when they parted. Friends. Friends! Kath was as good as it got, and he’d only known her a couple of months. He’d had friends when he was a kid but now, where’d the lads go? And, to the point: where were the girls? Who ever has enough of them, Denny thought, pitying himself. ‘Old Man Nineteen,’ his mother told him. Denny only wanted to be ‘someteen’ – and mean something to himself and to the strangers he met every day. And to the others he wouldn’t meet except in the dream of a future that he hoped included him.

         In Stephen’s Green a statue held its head. ‘Someone famous once,’ Kath pointed out, emphasising once. That they’d met up at all was a miracle. That they were friends, best of friends, was some sick fantasy. ‘Don’t say the sister thing, Denny. I love you like a sister but I’m not your sister, I’m your friend.’ But they were more than friends.

         Once at the bus station downtown – closer to the ships (as if to make clear: if you’re not affording the ship you’ll be taking the bus!), he thought he might be in a time-warp between a castle jail and a corridor of sliding doors in a futuristic film. Little mirrors teased him and taunted, set in an army around the columns that held the bottom floor from caving in. It was a cave. Denny was the writing on the wall.

         Strangers moved like slices of shadows in the bus station, appearing from the intersection of every right angle multiplied. Stainless lockers stored lighters, hemp bags, notebooks, ear-buds, and electronics that disappeared when the lightness of body recognised shoulders didn’t need the weight of constant utility. Denny felt he stuck out. He moved lumbering, as if he took up more space than he should.

         And mercy. The lockers stored mercy.

         Being a pal, Kath suggested they meet outside the gates of the university. Because they weren’t students there they felt unduly tentative. Kath waited. Her arms crossed tightly, each hand clutching opposite shoulder blades, her dark blue trenchcoat cut below the knee out of style, her steel-toed brown boots ready to end a fight if ever there was a problem. She held her skeleton like two hands around a pole, or like a mom’s around a small kid; or a mate warming a mate.

         He was waiting for a text.

         Kath was a good friend to have on your side in a confrontation and Denny wanted to remain in Kath’s brigade – small enough circle though they were.

         Imagine Kath, dressed in ripped punk clothing and spikes in her hair, attending their annual Halloween party declaring she was Cuchulain, pins all the way down the seams of her pants and a belt – the size of a prize-fighter’s – binding her fit belly. A kick-boxer who busked metal on the side. This is what she looked like, blur of grainy motion-stirred instagram, dagger glare and steam. No one would go near her – and that’s what she thought she wanted.

         In light rain Denny thought he could be a changeling. The taps on his neck and nose could be the first soft shudders of the warp-spasm he dearly wanted to become – and if not to become, to have happen to him. Everyone seemed to be growing up so fast around him, too. Was he really still a kid inside?

         My friend, we’re all kids forever because once we’re kids we can never forget the kids we were.

         The distance between being a child and running things on your own is not a big expanse. Denny was new at this. He thought he could be anything: a professional, a good tradesman, even an actor or athlete. Jayz, he might even try to be a politician! This was the time you could simply decide what you wanted to do with your life and in a matter of years it would be done.

         But wherever Denny went he saw a lot of men and women who appeared old. The old seemed to have stopped part-way, as if, if they had dreams – and you’d be crazy to think they didn’t – these dreams had been folded in meat-packing paper and placed in a cigar box in the attic. ‘Nobody even sees them,’ Denny whispered to himself, shocked by what he was seeing. Ghosts. All of them. A chipmunk climbed a sapling near his shoulder. Agelessness, he thought about the striped creature. The animals of this world are ageless. What a thing: to live forever like this. One tooth in the chipmunk’s mouth over-bit its fur like an outcast or the victim of a crowded mouth. Poor bastard. He’ll never fit in, Denny decided. Maybe the animals weren’t saintly old but they would be replaced, and the living mortals wouldn’t know the difference. And maybe we meditate too long, and maybe we never meditate enough. Still, old is old and Denny had a long way to go. He saw a bird exhaust itself taking materials for a nest into a mirrored window. ‘It’s a wonder anything’s alive,’ Denny admitted with a blank stare across the canal.

         Denny had good eyes.

         ‘Denny, you should take your exams and then become a photographer!’ his art teacher told him.

         ‘Then I’d need a camera. Oh, and money,’ Denny replied.

         ‘You’d make money!’ the art teacher insisted – although not entirely obvious to both of them. Then she added, ‘You have your phone.’

         A phone is merely a little computer with big eyes and big ears and apparently you may run the world with it if your name is FleeceBook or McMacNamera or Twilight. Well I’ll just start a band and call myself Silly, Denny concluded.

         A photographer! What a way to be impoverished and ignored, isn’t it?

         First he had to find where he belonged, if he belonged, and to whom he would offer his soul. Tall order for a Frenchman, Denny kidded himself. He thought the French were incredibly confident, not to mention good-looking.

         Identity wasn’t quite a fish in a barrel. You can walk around your whole life and never discover it. You think you’ve tasted it and you’ve only ever had crud. At eleven Denny knew he knew what he liked. He was standing at The Bay of Fundy next to a bagpiper, who happened to be a young woman. The rest ‘is history’. At sixteen he wished he’d known better. Would it take all his life to be any closer to the music? He started paying attention to people’s eyes. Their lips, the way their fingers moved, their eyes, the light behind a person’s eyes, the aura around them. But this got him nowhere. He needed to be a saint like his classmate Michael, the lad who would become his first and last university roommate.

         
            *

         

         In Lebanon maybe the bread’s better but seven doors from Denny and Michael’s flat a Lebanese guy, Al, sold the cheapest loaf Denny knew about in this part of town – thanks first to Michael. With the money he saved Denny could challenge his roomie, and increasingly his up-close-and-personal rival, on the pool table most nights each week. The leisure centre was closer than bread, and next to decent chips too. Denny went there often, although he had a feeling he was no good. Good Michael tried to help, but he tried the way only someone who’s really good at something and wants to keep winning will try: a tip’s as good as another chance to show off. Michael – Michael Saint Anthony, his given name (and a name to live up to!) – could correct a poorer player’s position and be charming and look like an angel while doing it. The young ladies around the table would oogle and caw like they were cooing. But Denny knew, and the lads knew, their Saint Anthony was just showing off. The fact he did it so gracefully was to be admired, especially by Denny – frustrating as it was.

         Do you have to be good to be where the action is? Denny was glad he had a friend like Kath so he didn’t have to think about how good he was, or wasn’t.

         Everyone dressed in charity-shop fashion so there was no competing. Denny’s favourite hoodie used to be Kath’s: Hello Kitty with a tongue out and a grin. Hello Shitty. This in pinks and baby blues. He’d save his Hard Rock one for sleeping.

         But here’s a secret: if Denny told anyone his parents were from Finglas it was a lie, but that’s how he played it after a while. He didn’t want to appear like he’d had it easy, like he’d had a mum who pampered him and a dad who worked in an office. Not only was the pampering and the office true, but it was miles – and miles – away. ‘Where-y’-from?’ Denny hoped he’d never have this question. Michael Saint Anthony never had it, and look how smoothly he fit in. Of course, it was easier for him because the Anthony family had lived in Europe for three years. Michael had developed ‘an accent’ – one that blended in anywhere. Everyone knew he was from away but for some reason this didn’t matter with Saint Anthony. An instantly trusted friend to a stranger, he could get away with being all ‘of the people, by the people, for the people’. He was a true bloke.

         Can’t a bloke set up new rules for himself, avoid the system, have a good time? But Denny’s being from Finglas was ridiculous and Denny knew it – which was partly why this was the story and he was slipping through it. For a Yank to say he was from Finglas was like a see-through come-on line in a bar: a bit ironic, because maybe in America people would like the sound of it, not knowing anything about the place. Denny felt he had to be from somewhere, and his friend Kurt, being from Finglas, seemed tall and sturdy – enough of a fine example of a determined young man. Why not be from where a friend is from? This way of thinking gave Denny the chance to ‘make it new’, as the famous Modernists pounded into anyone who’d pay attention.

         Sheet. It was starting to rain. Denny’s paper bag started to soil like sand.

         Even Kath mocked Denny before they became pals. Then she saw how desperate he must be, how he envied the Saint, and how it must have been for Denny when he was younger and special to his mum and dad. She knew ‘desperate’. She recognised in his eyes a soul who felt it was losing. Wasn’t it glorious to be nineteen?! Let’s double the punctuation on that one, for it is and it isn’t. ‘Nineteen and counting,’ Kath would say. ‘Denny, we’re not fourteen any longer, we’re not eighteen. We’re fookin’ nine-bloody-teen! Can you believe it? Where’re we going and what’re we doing?’ Coming from Kath, who could take on an army with her speech and spitfire and sass, this was a little disconcerting to Denny.

         Swans slid a white line across the surface of water in Stephen’s Green like the girl’s hand gliding chalk across the blackboard at Listons. School was for learning, as much about sensual things as numbers and authors’ names, their titles, geography, history, sciences. Through every ancient system there was a hand, Denny was sure of it.

         The glass of the bus seemed ancient to him. Beads of water serrated across his window like a feathered line at an angle, a sort of interrupted check mark, lifting itself upward. Denny needed to be lifted upward.

         His selfie in the landscape through what amounted to a two-way mirror as he journeyed seated, not doing a thing – feeling only a little more sorry for himself than for the working people he saw every day (the bus driver, for instance), this selfie stayed impressed in the bus window until the light changed. It was his stop. He had certain needs and he was determined to walk along the canal and bother Kath for messages.

         As he came near Richmond Row he saw a scrum of students bounce out of the institute’s steps like cotton balls in blue blazers and shining knees. He’d met a girl at the leisure centre who was a student there. She didn’t regularly spend her time in Rathmines, or any mines; ‘Usually centre city’, she said in reverse – causing Denny to like her even more. She was studying ‘Show Business’, she said, to which, upon hearing this, Denny laughed – and this was the last time Denny would make this silly mistake. Never laugh at the girl who’s giving you interest. Stay with her story – and only laugh just after she does. She was a serious young woman and she didn’t think Denny was taking her seriously enough – not about who she was or how she looked but about her professional ambitions. She carried a mini tartan-pattern umbrella and had a way of holding it like no other girl, more like an officer, or a signalman whose flare was dynamite but was casual about it. She held it straight down but Denny wanted to see the umbrella go up, to see the softer underside of her arm. She was holding her blue blazer over one arm and stood in her short-sleeved white blouse. Of course she’d want to be in show business. How insensitive of Denny to laugh. He would have done anything to see the umbrella open up. He had an idea this would make her smile. She was pretty but he’d forgotten her name.

         He was being a boy in reverse. How many young people feel like they inhabit an older person’s cloak? He began dwelling on the breakfast he’d had: a thin piece of toast. A little borrowed jam. He’d hoped his flatmates wouldn’t notice. He’d only taken a little bit, enough to glom onto the tips of two knives. It was raspberry jam and the deep crimson, almost purple, with amber seeds like little astronauts, reminded him of his grandmother’s. Anything berry was good with her. His grandfather had gone to milk the single cow the family had. The barn was huge, more grey than brown, and draftier now, nearly a hundred years since it had been built. August hay filled most of the cavern that was the mouth and belly and shoulders of the barn. Down low, on the underside of the slope where the barn was situated, was the muddy entrance to the milking room. Here, a single light bulb hung by a thread of cord two feet from the ceiling, log beams with dust and left-behind years of hay mulched into concise insulation between the cracks. Between the methane, manure, aged wood, corn, hay and animal hide, Denny thought the area smelled like a spicy tobacco.

         His grandfather worked the cow in light that seemed so much brighter than one bulb could produce. If he were on stage he’d believe it. A warm pool spread around the milking stool. The aluminum bucket sat in the shadow of the cow’s underbelly. The stool, when his grandfather brushed it with the grommet of his sleeve, made a banjo sound. This made the cow dance a little, a shuffling of the hind feet and an affirmation of the front left, as if the animal were digging in – realising it was about time to be relieved. There was something primitive and sensual about all this: the silence and the warmth of bulb, the aroma and the shuffling, the cold circular seat followed by the banjo twang, the full udder looking like a swollen bottom from a fashion magazine and then its striking teats – bloated like a big woman’s fingers about to submerge themselves in an apple-pie filling. The animal barely groaned before the first narrow spray hit the base of the aluminum. He met these confusing messages with his adrenalin caught in the dispassionate void of terror and excitement, like a held breath he’d keep while his father cut a board and spread sawdust into the air as the bits of surprisingly soft wood pelted his face like a warmer snow.

         In the hierarchy of pain and sadness, Denny didn’t think he deserved to feel shoddy. Whatever had happened with the dog, Baby Hey Zeus, or to the cow, one moment being milked and then waiting for the hands that wouldn’t reach up again and grab it where it wanted be relieved, or to the car-crash flight of saints who were roommates? He didn’t feel he really should be included, and yet he felt the absences, as if their fleeting told him something about himself, about loves, maybe. ‘Count on them,’ his friend Kurt would tell him. Coming from Kurt, who had nothing except the army, the pool hall, and these few oddball friends, Denny was inclined to hear him – and hear him well.

         Minute raindrops freckled Denny’s face as he walked away from a raincloud and into the sun. Anyway, he’d rather remember his grandfather in warmer light, like under the bulb. A boy, full steam ahead, would have learned how to milk the cow in seconds, filling the bucket after persistent labor. Instead, he watched – after trying his hand, which looked like it was pulling a rope from a dress, or knocking on a small door for wee people – while his grandfather took over, like an able man rowing a boat.

         What was it about this street that reminded Denny of his grandfather? Was it the shadow across the two sides, breakfast toast – barley, maybe, the jam – and the smell of eggs as he passed Camden Street and St Kevin’s? And it was the lure of what was ahead, around the certain convictions of St Valentine, who was buried across from the oldest house in the city – the lucky twenty-oner, where a city conceived its fortune in a tongue and a dare. Eventually he’d find a girl who would like him as much as a cow needed to be milked, although he didn’t desire to be so pathetic in his daydreams. Then, he wouldn’t have to feel like a boy in reverse. His grandfather left the cow beside him, the aroma – cow’s breath and the solitary light, as ice hardened on the barn floor beneath him. His heart needed kneading but there was nothing the cow could do. The bulb seemed dim and the stool slid below the cow’s hind legs. The bucket of milk stayed intact. It would be a long holiday before Denny would learn to milk a cow.

         His body was a sadder shape now, neck and head hunched forward as if he were sending a text, only he wasn’t. His nose was above his runners. ‘Tits above toes,’ he’d heard a coach say when he’d tried cross-country at age fourteen. He found this amusing for several reasons, not the least of which was – point of fact – he didn’t have any.

         Peter Street was ahead if he kept going down this road. He wondered who Adelaide Chambers was and didn’t want to think too much about it or else he’d be thinking, and sure he wanted to, about how Adelaide and Ann Summers were friends. He couldn’t stop thinking about it. Oh she must be pretty, Adelaide. And discreet. ‘Maybe this is where the “Chambers” came in,’ he figured. Even the fact he was figuring anything at all while the name “Adelaide Chambers” was in his mind meant he had a figure in his head, and the word itself: figure; this, for a lad without a girlfriend, was both inspiring and awfully sad. Maybe beneath the surface Adelaide is an Ann? He had to stop thinking this way or he’d get hit. He liked the idea that Adelaide could be prim and proper, just like the four-storey building that housed cubicles for businesses he didn’t want to ever have to understand. He decided he ought to turn. East, young man! Go east! he commanded. The west was too alluring. As was this central row.

         But what would the girl Ireland look like, really? Would she have long red hair or would she surprise us and look like herself, someone we never dreamed, red or not. Mimi Holliday? Molly Holiday, Holly Holiday, Holy-holy! 

         The cars were so whiny and frequent Denny wished he had one. Give me a shine; seats of leather. He’d put it to the streets, gear down into the corners, stop on a coin to meet the light … though the idling engine he could afford would sound like a scooter. (He didn’t mind; in fact he liked it.) The girls waiting to cross will see me and say inside themselves, ‘Who’s the nice-looking guy in the little car that sounds like a kitten purring?’ (More like a puppy coughing, he admitted – but he didn’t care; he got a kick out of the idea of it.) It was a little bit of ‘show business’ that a young man had to put on now and then. Not like the girls. They were at it all the time, it appeared to Denny; ready or not.

         How does one study show business anyway? Should she (Cait, her name, Cait, that’s it!) move to Hollywood? New York City? Notting Hill? Bollywood? He wondered if sweet Cait and dear Kath would ever have chance to meet. If it were up to Denny they’d be side by side; but this was ‘BN’: before Nuala.

         Cait had longer legs than theirs. She took a liking to white, even when others would say it wasn’t fashionable. ‘As Anglican as a Mediterranean church,’ assessed Denny. It was just sheer fate or fortune that Cait happened to be the guest of a friend of a friend that brought her into the arcade. Out of place she was, but she stood there with her friend, either at the side of the video game or at the corner of the pool table, looking like the most radiant beam of hallelujah Denny had ever known. A statue, really. A statue so warm and able to move that someone had offered to put an Arnotts’ dapper suit coat over. Even relaxed, she was more regal than anything the leisure centre had seen. There in her royal blue Milly off-the-shoulder flared dress there was no spotlight but anyone could feel her presence if she just moved an inch.

         She slipped away into the scrum of Portobello Institute graduates, an increasingly fashionable and self-aware group, and Denny never saw her again. He often wondered if he’d pass her and would she recognise him and pause from conversation with her school friends and let out an enthusiastic ‘Denny!’ He realised if he wasn’t in the same ‘Club’, if membership was closed, he was on his own.

         A toddler stared at him from a simple pram, glaring with wet post-crying cheeks and eyes that seemed to want to transfer the grief.

         If there would be no Cait, what would the girl named ‘Ireland’ be called?

         
            *

         

         Mornings, Denny was the last to leave the white house with the black door – whose number was crooked, as if to throw off anyone who might be calling. It seemed like a house of the destitute.

         Moria had lived on the top floor for around thirty years and wasn’t even the supervisor. Stephen, who lived in the lowest unit under the stairs, was the supervisor – unlikely as this was, for he couldn’t change a bulb and was never home. ‘Grumpy Steve,’ Kath called him. Steve never gave Kath the time of day.

         He never gave anyone the time of day except Simon, his flatmate, and a trannie, Kath surmised. Kath didn’t care that Simon was trans, in fact Kath liked a lot of Simon’s clothes. She just wished the residents at Denny’s address would pay more attention to her friend. He’s a likeable guy. Like him!

         Plus, don’t be a fecken grump? 

         The Chinese laundry was on the corner on the way to the bus and Denny and Kath both liked to inhale the ‘hotel-clean’ aroma oozing out of the cracks and imagine themselves in the fine starched sheets of The Clarence. Before the traffic light they’d hug, pretending to be a couple leaving The Clarence for dinner with posh guests, waving off the paparazzi.

         Neither of them had used the Chinese laundry. They made a pact: one day, ‘when we’re famous’, they’d stay in such a place – famous or not.

         A school allowance kept Denny just above desperate and if he kept inheriting Kath’s clothes he’d be fine. Hello Shitty could stay around a lifetime.

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter Two

         

         When he wasn’t with Kath he was alone or following Saint Anthony. Michael Saint Anthony, simply ‘the Saint’, as Denny and Kath were quick to call him behind his back, was what they’d called in the States a ‘Golden Boy’. If he smiled – a wide grinny one that easily slipped into place on command – he’d get the girl. If he turned around while standing in place, no matter where he was, he could get a job on a handshake with a stranger. Anthony had a glint to his eyes – which only made him more ‘saintly’. Tall, good looking, the Saint was goofy too, but no one ever seemed to see his goofiness. To everyone else he was suave, a greased machine, a can-do-no-wrong Yank-of-all-trades guy.

         There was one exception to the rule of three (being with Kath, alone, or with the Saint), and this was being with Kurt. Kurt the magician! One week he worked as a mechanic, the next he was going to be a priest, and then he was a soldier boy. The leisure centre attracted a mixed crowd and Kurt was one of the constants among them. He was ‘Sarge’, as Kath was the first to call him. Denny would have liked to call him ‘Kurt’ just as well, but ‘Sarge’ worked for him also. Sarge. There was something commanding about Kurt, but not in a golden way like the Saint’s. Kurt, as ‘Sarge’, was dirty brass people like Kath wanted to shine. Kitten Kurt. Someone would want to pick him up and comb him proper – if he’d let them.

         He was a little older, and older guys like Kurt had it under control – or at least they made it look this way. Kurt was never easily flustered but Denny understood Kurt was, at one time, on the edge – and could be again, if things didn’t go his way. Kurt would walk instead of take the bus and Denny figured it was to save money. Kath said it had something to do with his family. It wasn’t thriftiness. Kurt never had much ‘quid’ (as was the expression Kurt himself continued to use, like an old man) – even though, among his friends, he held the only real honest jobs in those first months when they were all getting to know each other.

         Denny envied how the Saint and Sarge got along. Both lanky and amiable, they were both aces at pool and snooker – which helped them become friends of the lads and admired, due to the attention they received from the lads – and the ladies. And each seemed upon first impression quiet, reserved – even though these are the ones who are the most cunning and devilish, sometimes. Like gold and brass. But Sarge’s smile was different. It was more like a frown, as if he was always either mad or thinking about something really important. And yet girls went for him. ‘Do you like music?’ one would ask. ‘Yeah. Sure I do. I like you,’ Sarge would say. And that was that. Usually she’d write her phone number or transfer it then and there, whipping out her glittery sticker-covered phone – the size of a handheld mirror that fit snug in her palm like it was used to it.

         No worries. The whole enchilada. Spoonfuls of honey. Match maker match maker …

         Michael Saint Anthony didn’t wait for the phone, though. He was usually already leaned over and kissing the girl before anyone said anything about numbers. Girls liked how lean he was. ‘Smooth like a razor clam.’ ‘Intoxicating,’ said one, despite the fact she’d only ever seen him from the far corner of the leisure centre. It must have been like seeing a buck in the field to her; the hens reacted viscerally to the sight of Saint Anthony.

         Denny tended to get the parents, once the number was finally passed along through the young lady’s friends. ‘This is Sheila’s dad. I’ve got her phone for a while. Don’t call back – while you’re alive!’

         Startled, this was how Denny never got a date – though he blamed it on his pool game.

         Still he tried. Ponytail ponytail, rig-a-jig-jig. The shore’s liquid, sniffed by a pig.

         The shudder of silence from the girl’s father and from the girls he wanted to meet affected Denny (who hadn’t thought he’d done anything wrong) in the typical ways: he’d retreat further into himself, play computer games, listen to music, and watch the fun other people were having with feigned detachment, disdain and a tried-true pitiful self-acknowledged melancholy that could either be an adorable code for ‘talk to me, I’ve got nothing to lose’ or a force-field stench – like the ever-hopeful Linus in Peanuts, though Denny certainly thought of himself more like Charlie Brown. Kath can keep her role in the mongrel cast of any Moloney’s loosey-toon comics, Denny fumed. She’d always have a supporting part.

         Some girls have all the luck. Period. Gotcha. Spread a rose on polka dots for smiles.

         ‘For fuck’s sake,’ Kath would tell him, ‘don’t just stand there and take it’ – even though she was jealous because of what she saw as possible for Denny. What she really meant was that he shouldn’t compare himself to the Saint or Sarge. He was his own man. Barely out of his teens, he had his own gifts and Kath was going to help him find them. She wasn’t sure whether it would be as a friend or as a good-good friend. It could go either way, and frankly, this pleased both of them.

         ‘You know, the great Johnny Logan never faltered on his road to Eurovision,’ Kath said as a challenge.

         ‘Right.’ Denny bit back, ‘Oh, Hold Me Now …. And a Nik Kershaw to your Howard Jones while you’re at it!’

         Kath smiled. A Luas-across-a-bridge kind of smile. She knew she’d be late with it but it was there.

         Spring’s gorge in the pocket of George Washington. Simon Says in the charity shop. Easy does it!

         They were getting on.

         At Dalkey he sat by the water where the sun made a warm tide-mark across his knees. Kath played ukulele and sang Seattle grunge songs in the smoky alto of a female Cuchulain, sounding more like Chloë March than a doomslayer. Even so, ‘I could do with a little less grunge and a lot more Phoenix, Kath!’ Denny critiqued, only half-earnestly playing the buzz-kill.

         ‘You’d do anything for the French! It’s amazing you’re still in Ireland,’ Kath said – probably teasingly insinuating the lack of any kissing Denny was doing in Ireland.

         But there they were, more armchair mariners than grounded nationalists. The sun felt like two hands of a professional, a professional anything, and they were happy to obey the invitation to be leisurely together. They laughed at their unemployability and bumped shoulders seated on the ground next to one another. The goats were probably making a fuss on the little island, on the other side of the tower where Denny first met Kath. They were friends for less than a year but they may as well have been mates for life. The whole scene, and the scenes of everyday, actually, were ridiculously funny when Denny and Kath were together. Why couldn’t the hours be so easy when Denny was with the Saint or Sarge? Guys grow silent in the woods. They were rough saws together, Kath and Denny, different types of rocks, but their friendship was solid, as if by command, and as if they were related but not from the same mother.

         Handkerchief, snot-rag, booie-blocker, turtle sand. They shared their messages like glue.

         Friends are like doorknobs, Denny decided. Some feel good but they’re greasy. You never know where they’ve been, what came before, how soon they’re going to turn. Some look polished but inside they’re frantic and falling apart. The ragged ones are sometimes the best. Inside, you’ve got nothing to lose.

         He didn’t think the Saint or Sarge ever had anything to lose, but for different reasons. The Saint had it from the beginning. Sarge was a work in progress, but one for whom life’s compensations matched the struggle.

         If they’d been a band their individuality would be understandable. Not being a band, they were an odd ensemble: Boy Scouts who had lost their troop. But according to the schedule of their lives they were naturally previously unknown to each other – and this was both scary and hopeful, like entering a new school. On one hand, it was scary if it meant Denny would always be meeting strangers who would count as friends, but never again a friend who was a friend before. He wished he’d known Kath before. It was, on the other hand, hopeful because in a way it meant he’d never have to grow old. He’d be a mirror to his friends, but his friends would always be new. Or so he told himself. What did the schedule of their lives have to do with anything anyway? They weren’t planning on playing by anyone else’s time. Each day was their day. Denny just had to beef up, man up, and let Kath whisper what mattered in his ear.

         The exception to Denny’s theory about only ever meeting new friends, strangers who were somehow loners like him, was with the Saint, for indeed Denny and Michael Saint Anthony had had a history together, back home. To have known somebody in their hometown and to have to know them on another level outside of the past, to have visited each other’s families while they were innocent of perspective beyond the fields of play, merely fulfilling the recreational alliance of kids who are neighbors, not only to have been in primary school together but to study in the same university classes, to have watched each other grow up and then be assigned the same room in a dorm and then in a flat far from anything they knew to be familiar in the sense of ‘home’; this was a friendship that stayed strange, for they were close enough to have a feeling about each other’s thoughts. Brothers without a shared heritage. Until Dublin, they looked out for each other unconsciously.
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