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  DECEMBER 1995




  When I woke up in the trunk of Sam Couples’ latest Land Rover the damn thing was already moving, presumably being driven by the man himself. Using the corner of a picnic

  blanket I wiped encrusted spit from my chin and cheek. At least the cops on a stakeout have the electro-prod of coffee and donuts, and guns to tool around with, and a good many of them are sober

  too. I am no cop, nor have I ever been. Earlier, at a celebratory barbecue in a technology start-up based at the foot of Telegraph Hill, the CEO, CFO and COO flipped meat for the minions and

  announced the news of our imminent IPO on the NASDAQ – you could not move in this town for acronyms. The cute inversion of hierarchy represented by bosses flipping burgers for their employees

  was more than a gesture for our benefit. In San Francisco, the meek were about to inherit the earth.




  How long had I been sleeping? Just then an electric gate opened and a car window buzzed back up. Ahh. Not long at all. We were just leaving the underground parking structure and now, finally,

  were on our way. At the beginning of the year, thanks to the man whose languid brown eyes could now be glimpsed in the rear-view and whose tanned right hand allowed the wheel to pass through it in

  a smooth and frictionless action, I had joined a team of desk-builders for minimum wage and had been induced to do so with a hypothetical bundle of stock – were we ever to go public. And even

  though I was just the runner, assembler of flat-pack furniture, fetcher of latte, sceptic, Luddite and rube, I too had been swept along in the gold rush. ForwardSlash was now ‘bleeding

  edge’, staff numbers quickly swelling from twenty when I joined to four hundred and still counting; HTML coders, designers and ad sales men boarding our ship at a rate of fifty a week, and

  now that we had gone public, our ship had come in. Everyone’s ship had come in, it seemed. The harbour was jammed.




  The party had all the signifiers of vigour and success that you could have imagined: spirited foosball tournaments between ad sales men in chinos and twenty-one-year-old HTML waifs from France,

  blonde sales reps in corporate-slutty miniskirts, woollen tights and brogueish shoes, Pakistani Unix guys wearing ForwardSlash baseball caps, drinking Odwalla and plunging chips into salsa. I had

  chosen Sam to serve me because it had been quite some time since I had seen him on account of one thing and another, and we needed to talk. Standing outside in line for my burger I clocked a

  ForwardSlash apron cinched around his waist. If a company’s success could be measured by the sheer breadth of their merchandising reach, with our aprons, Nerf balls and java jackets we were

  crushing them on this one. As I focused on the flames licking around the grate, Sam flipped a patty then saw it was for me.




  — There he is! Where have you been hiding?




  He held a burger out towards me with a warm, languorous smile that said, ‘Chill, brother. There’s no hierarchy in the end, because there’s no need – we have enough for

  everyone.’




  Right. I let him keep holding onto the sandwich while with one eye closed for accuracy I streaked mustard across the patty. Then, with the burger in both hands, I bowed deeply and backed away

  from him like a Japanese dignitary with a trophy, a priest with a host.




  Back indoors, leaning against an I-beam on the edge of the studio floor and watching as all around me cheeks flushed with alcohol, happiness and wealth, I was an auditor, able to see it for what

  it was and no more than that. They say money makes money, and apparently in a while our stock could split and without doing anything to earn it we would be rendered richer once again, and everyone

  appeared to believe this meant we were governed by free will. But that was nonsense. In the space of a year I had contrived to lose everything I held dear, and money couldn’t help me now. As

  euphoria spread across these faces, this city and the country itself, the wheat in my stomach fermented, and I felt ill. Money couldn’t get near the heart of the matter. Sam joined me,

  digging his arm into the cold icy depths of a bucket, his sleeve rolled up beyond the elbow like a farmhand’s.




  — Hey, why the long face?




  Right at that moment Hardy Townsend jumped onto a desk, holding the largest bottle of champagne I had ever seen, it too emblazoned with our company logo. Man, those branders didn’t miss a

  trick. I welcomed the interruption because even if I could have spoken it was clearly far too late for talking. Sam didn’t have a clue.




  — Can I have your attention? Ladies and Gentlemen!! Before we get into this whole deal, some housekeeping.




  Sam stopped digging, produced four beers, and whispered as he carried them away, his eyes on Hardy:




  — Remember we have options, Evan. We all have options.




  Easy for him to say.




  Our pressed, silky-fringed CEO held his arms out, begging for calm. He really liked to speak in public and every time he did so, it reminded me of Lord of the Flies and of tyrannical,

  youth-led regimes from history.




  — Okay, listen up everybody!! Dina, do we not have a mic? We don’t? That’s ridiculous. We need mics. I mean this is like a proper thing, so yeah, totally. Mics. Can you get on

  that? Okay. EVERYBODY!!!! Before I get started, if you see some guys in black suits around the building later, do not be alarmed. The President of the United States might be joining us for a drink.

  Yes, you heard me. Bill Clinton’s coming on over to congratulate us. Or Al Gore at least. So, ignore the Secret Service. And simmer down! Attempt to be cool! I do not want a feeding frenzy

  around the President. Now, what else am I saying? Yes. As 1995 draws to a close, tonight is a celebration of us ooh . . . how shall I put it . . . nailing the hell out of our targets. So

  take a bow!




  Over the course of a year, we had worked ourselves into the ground, weeknights, weekend mornings and national holidays, and many now actually bowing before him had experienced first hand the

  volcanic temper of the thirty-three-year-old wunderkind standing above. Now though, emboldened by alcohol, the crowd was raucous, and its interaction with Hardy telling. Someone tried to interpret

  his perch high above us as a position of weakness and heckled from behind a hand, but either he didn’t hear, or managed to ignore it.




  — Lemme bust out some facts here, peeps. ForwardSlash has only been in existence for eighteen months and today we have four hundred employees and a publicly listed company. So yeah.

  Do the math! What a trip. And I wanna thank you all, from the lowest of the low, the people working in . . . I dunno, like, the mail room . . . to the journalists, reviewers, coders, sales and

  marketing people, research, TV and so on. Whatever. I promise I’ll stop talking soon and we can get back to the business of partying!




  A twerp whooped. Hardy dipped his head, steepled his hands and pretended to think.




  — We are in the future business. We look forward – it’s what we do, what we’re paid for. But sometimes, in this race into the future, people forget the importance of the

  past, and what the past can tell us. Now, as we approach 1996, I want you all to guard against complacency. An army general once said, ‘There are no extraordinary men, just great challenges,

  which ordinary men out of necessity are forced to meet.’ Okay, I’ll ’fess up, that was my great granddaddy! But he was right goddamnit. And I can think of some competitors that

  might have benefited from cracking a history book. You know what I’m sayin’?




  Hardy’s feet were planted either side of an Apple, and lightly, he tapped it with a foot. The monitor rattled, to guffaws from the assembled. But the joke wasn’t that funny. This was

  the pleased laughter of those who were delighted to get it, whatever ‘it’ was. Everyone here knew that Apple was being crushed mercilessly by Intel and Microsoft, consigned to the

  history books, an also-ran with so many similar versions of itself competing with other versions of itself that no one knew what it was any more, apart from slightly rubbish. PCs were the future

  and even I got the joke, but couldn’t find it in myself to laugh because I felt sorry for that machine trembling on the wooden block beneath Hardy’s stance, its disk drive a mouth agape

  and hopeless, its powered-down monitor a blank, defeated face. He might as well have been standing over me.




  Hardy flashed a vulpine smile.




  — Take this computer. Remember it. Remember where we are now. Because in what? Five years? In five years, using a machine like this will seem as ridiculous as Elliott wiring up a

  ‘Speak and Spell’ to get E.T. home. In ten years, this technology will be handheld. In twenty years . . . well, who knows? Forget about looking forward for a minute, forget Microsoft

  and Netscape and all the big kahunas, and think about what happened in the past. Even as it sinks, Apple’s story is the most compelling, because we learn much more from failure than we do

  from success.




  I slipped away towards the basement, and as I went down woozily, Hardy’s voice echoed around the stairwell, at every step validating my decision to leave all this nonsense behind me.

  Enough already. How could technology set you free? You could see how it held the power to make you rich, certainly, but that was just money. How exactly would it set you free? How was that going to

  happen?




  Back in the Land Rover, the initial panic subsided and I concentrated on being perfectly still and quiet. The way we were now roaring up then braking and plunging back down hills, we were

  clearly nearing the peak of Pacific Heights. Soon we’d be out on Lake Street and from there it was a straight shot to Seal Rock Drive, where rudimentary online research had told me Sam lived.

  The buzz of an epic hangover was beginning to sound in the back of my head. Breaking into someone else’s car and waiting for them to drive home wasn’t close to my kind of style. To be

  honest, I was only doing it because it was something Milo would’ve done. In January he and I came all the way over to this new city together and before that we went all the way back, but now

  that was over too and it was time for me to step up to the plate and behave like those I admired, instead of living my life through them. And I had to congratulate myself on the plan so far,

  because it seemed to be working pretty well. Hiding in someone’s trunk was exactly the kind of wild and self-determining thing other people did.




  We made a hard right and in my mind’s map I put us on Divisadero and Broadway. A real intersection, that, the road dropping down from it into a distant speck, then rising again on the far

  side of the Fillmore valley, like its own true reflection. The faraway hills always shimmer here, unless they are dusted with fog, which only makes you sicker with desire for them. This is a city

  of beautiful reflections, one that infinitely mirrors itself from one peak all the way across to another, bouncing the same image across valleys and calling it another place entirely. Look over

  there. See? Maybe it’s different over there, one single hill away! Maybe if you went over there everything would work out fine.




  In the end though, all the hope could do was drive you mad. I put my head back on the picnic blanket and allowed myself to drift off. Life is a stakeout. Be on guard all you like, but at some

  point, you’re going to fall asleep on the job. Close your eyes for what feels like a matter of seconds and within that brief moment you’ll miss the vital event entirely, or come to and

  realize that you’ve been ambling across some dreamscape for the last couple of hours while the shit went down in the real world. And when you wake up you’ll find yourself cast in a

  mould that is quite unbreakable.




  
 





  JANUARY 1995




  After the twelfth bing of the overhead bell and the twentieth sad-eyed rattle of ice in a triumvirate of plastic glasses, the air hostess with the beehive hair and

  flesh-coloured tights finally caved in and brought over an armful of tiny plastic bottles.




  — You won’t be happy ’til you’ve cleaned us out. Right?




  — Yer darn tootin’, nurse. Drop ’em there.




  Milo smacked the seat-back table and smiled at her, then parcelled bottles out to me in the middle and Pauric on my left. He was wearing rings on both his thumbs and most fingers and always

  smelled of coconut bronzing oil, which he faithfully applied every day just in case it was sunny.




  Milo’s Mum had been an air hostess – Tom Moreland had met her on the Boston–Dublin flight when he was forty, and she a slip of a thing at twenty. Barely legal, that. We’d

  already devastated the complimentary champagne presented to us upon boarding and yet they kept acceding to the refill requests. Maybe Sheila Moreland had made a phone call on our behalf, or maybe

  this was transatlantic flying for you – I couldn’t tell, it was my first time. An old man to Milo’s right with a cruel, disappointed face was pretending to study a map of the

  California Redwoods, but had been earwigging all along, his wife tssking at our profanities over on the far side of the aisle. Now he pursed his lips in disapproval. Taking my bottles, I smiled

  over apologetically, but I wasn’t remotely sorry. Who didn’t want to get loaded on planes?




  We broke the seals and poured. Milo opened a bottle of pills, took three then passed them over.




  — Not exactly sure what they are, but if I know the old dear, they’ll do the job.




  When I shook my head he nodded at Pauric, like it was popcorn at the cinema. Pauric gave the label a cursory glance and ate one. He already lived in San Fran, had been home for Christmas, and

  was letting us sleep on his floor until we got sorted. He passed them back with a rattle.




  — It’s a ten-hour flight . . .




  — You don’t take Valium or whatever it is because you’re bored, Pauric.




  — I beg your pardon.




  Milo was already nodding off, a hardback copy of The Ginger Man in his left hand, and in his right Physical Graffiti spun around a Discman. Leaving this scene behind I wandered

  down the aisle in stocking feet, and once wedged in the spare window seat way at the back in the smoking section, it became clear why it had been empty in the first place. Still, nothing much was

  going on up at Row 26, nor would be for a few hours. We were screaming across the Labrador Sea, enormous ice floes sitting on the blue water a mile below, white dandruff flecks on the shoulder of

  the planet.




  The previous night had been a going-away party at Milo’s house. Fifty years prior it would have been a wake, but now we were leaving not because we had to but because we kind of felt like

  it. He spent a summer in Santa Cruz the year before, and boy did you know it when you met him on a rainy day in February, scratching his jaw in his Chili Peppers T-shirt, the sleet whipping around.

  He’d greet you with this faraway look, John from the Book of Revelations, the one given a glimpse of heaven the better to understand hell, or Ireland.




  — Wouldn’t you love to be in Santa Cruz right about now, drinking a little whiskey and chewing on some LSD?




  He knew I had never been there and I loved how he allowed me to forget that. In return I would agree with him. I mean, if you wanted to call him on the absurdity of what he was saying, most of

  the time he’d join you in laughing. He didn’t take himself entirely seriously, but you didn’t get the sense that he knew exactly what it was about himself that he was supposed to

  be finding funny.




  I had a vague notion about finding work in television and knew for sure that America had more than two TV channels. That was as far as my planning went, but Milo’s parents really despaired

  of him – his dad in particular.




  — I mean, ‘Theology’! Christ. What the hell is he going to do with a degree like that?




  The way Tom said it to me at the party, it was as if I was older and in some way responsible, and not one year younger than his son. But some of us just aren’t wired for self-preservation.

  Milo liked to think he was cursed with bad luck, whatever that is, but the truth was less romantic. In the course of the average day, Tom’s son made about a hundred decisions that were either

  wrong, mostly wrong or just a fraction off being completely right, and it was for this reason that matters stacked up and occasionally he lost a shoe, got chased by slavering dogs or found himself

  having to steal his train ticket. It was pure cause and effect and had nothing at all to do with luck, but it was so much easier and more romantic to imagine that one was cursed by some invisible

  juju rather than accept you were lacking in smarts.




  Loudly and often he cursed his luck, as on the night we were arrested for throwing wet balls of toilet paper at buses on the dual carriageway, from the flyover outside our university in Dublin.

  Even though (and perhaps because) it was a trivial misdemeanour by young idiots – a boozy prank – the cops brought us to the station and locked us up. For five hours we were kept in

  separate cells and any time a door slammed near our dank, freezing chambers, the heinous image of my impending cell-mate further germinated. I worked myself into such an advanced state of terror

  that after peeking through the spy hole, the guards on night duty took pity on me and let me off, hours before Milo. After, he put that down to his wretched luck. ‘They’ve got it in for

  me, the total swines.’ What he failed to understand was that throughout the night his continuous singing could be heard clearly, and when the guards peered into his cell you could imagine

  Milo wearing the pleased smirk of a man in dire need of a good lesson.




  And when he was released finally in the cold dawn of the following morning and remembered he had left his jacket behind, he didn’t just walk home cold and chalk it up to experience. Nah.

  He went back in and hounded the desk sergeant to let him have it back, and when the desk sergeant – who by now wanted Milo’s head on a stick – finally snapped and told him to piss

  off, he didn’t piss off as directed and instead went around the rear, broke into Pearse Street Garda station and nicked a police jacket, then walked home in it, along the very dual

  carriageway where the first incident had occurred. He didn’t even take the side road.




  Of course he was picked up by a squad car, and of course it was the same two guards who had arrested him the first time. And although I’m sure they had a giggle at his chutzpah after they

  had knocked off work, back then, at the distinctly unfunny working hour of 6 a.m., Milo was arrested a second time, this time for theft of police property. Of course this got him his day in court

  and of course, when addressed by the judge he responded by calling him ‘your highness’, leading to a fine of five hundred quid. Naturally, Milo decided to leave Ireland rather than pay

  it, and this was the inciting incident behind his move to America, and therefore mine. Whenever he came back he’d consider the warrant and the escalating fine unlucky too. In this he never

  wavered: stubbornness in the face of overwhelming evidence – to be pure, all faith must be irrational.




  The Morelands prayed devoutly for Milo, but clearly their religion returned little to them in the way of comfort. They should have been asking Róisín to keep an eye on him, because

  Milo’s girlfriend was the most mature of us by some distance, but she was being left behind in Dublin. At the party, Tom watched her drifting into the living room. Róisín was a

  quick study, tall and willowy with long brown hair cut short into a fringe, and a cool detached air. She was almost fluent in French, rolled her own cigarettes, and had this slightly unnerving

  tendency to look at you for too long after she spoke, and the only way to get her to look elsewhere was to stare back, and that took longer than was comfortable, and could cause her to ask you what

  was wrong. Róisín could often be seen cycling around Dublin with a basket of flowers on her bike and I always thought of her when I heard ‘Suzanne’ by Leonard Cohen. I

  could see her subsisting on tea and oranges that came all the way from China – no bother.




  She saw us and glided over, kissing Tom on the cheek, rubbing his shoulder then allowing her hand to glide down the arm of his shirt, her hand brushing absently against the raised veins on the

  back of his. She threw me a wan, jaded glance.




  — What are you doing in here with the ‘grown-ups’?




  Tom threw an arm around me and gave me a manly whack.




  — I’ve known this fine young man since he was a child.




  — That’s not what I meant.




  — I’m trying to tell Milo’s dad that his baby is going to be okay in San Francisco.




  — Milo knows how to take care of himself, Tom. Take it from me.




  Róisín raised a bottle of beer to her lips, slender fingers gripping it by the neck. Tom’s eyes flickered to her low-cut Breton T-shirt and he coughed throatily, then Sheila

  Moreland appeared by her husband’s side and flashed Róisín a set of teeth.




  Much to his embarrassment, since we had been kids all of Milo’s school friends fancied his mum – most of them chatting giddily about her in the dressing rooms, in the joking manner

  of boys who possibly just missed being breastfed, but some – the more developed ones – with impressively focused lust. Sheila knew all about the power she wielded over boys and men and

  she worked it. At school rugby games she spread out a leopard skin rug on the pitch side and when she patted it to the priests standing beside her, they would hunker down awkwardly just clear of

  the fabric, lest the decadent pattern contaminate them through the arse.




  — Róisín, would you run inside like a good girl and get everyone in here to eat something? If you’re planning to go to a disco then those kids are going to need a

  little . . . soakage.




  Sheila linked her husband’s arm and drew him into her. A kind of pressure hung in the air, then we watched Róisín walk out to the other room. Sheila must have loved how the

  addled priests sat on the grass, and in this respect she wasn’t unlike Róisín. Maybe that’s why Milo liked Róisín. Maybe that’s why Sheila and

  Róisín didn’t get along. The door burst open and the rest of the party piled in noisily – Milo up front. Sheila’s eyes misted and she began to cry. As far as she was

  concerned, her boy was away on the famine ship. The way he attacked the food, you might have thought so too.




  Hours later, climbing the stairs to the bathroom I saw Róisín filing a nail and trying to yawn a question to Milo, which technically is a very difficult thing to do.




  — How did you put it?




  — I never said ‘you can’t come’. I totally asked you to come. Remember?




  — And you really meant that.




  — What do you want me to say, and how do you want me to say it?




  — I want you to say what you said, but I want you to mean it.




  — I wouldn’t have said it in the first place if I didn’t mean it!




  Linguistic trickery and jumping around, ambiguity, talking about feelings. This, for Milo, was special torture. I decided to give him a break and bounded up the last few steps, whistling.

  Róisín looked at Milo and then me.




  — What are you doing up here?




  — Downstairs was full. Sorry. I’ll be out of your way in a second.




  — Don’t bother. We’re done. Taking a piss.




  Milo pushed by me into the toilet then slammed and locked the door, and immediately, Róisín linked my arm and dragged me into a room that I happened to know was Tom and

  Sheila’s. Inside, two single beds were separated by a communal nightstand. Róisín saw me appraising the sleeping arrangements, and smiled.




  — Been like that for years now. Poor Tom’s at his wits’ end.




  She slammed the door with her foot, pushed me up against it and kissed me hard on the lips. Our teeth knocked off each other.




  — Róisín, I’m not entirely comfortable here. With this.




  — It’s cool. Milo’s still in the toilet.




  She took my hand off the doorknob and we kissed once more but that wasn’t what I had meant at all. As our tongues worked in neat, flickering circles, my gaze drifted to the beds, pondering

  the mystery of adult life. How did she know how Tom felt – had he spoken to her about it? Had Mr Moreland in fact slept with her? The image of Tom having sex with both Róisín

  and his wife at the same time wandered into my head and I tried to imagine the division of labour, Sheila lying on her back beside Róisín, as Tom lay on top of them both? No, Tom

  lying on top of Róisín, while Sheila did . . . something else, but what? Something with Róisín? Something with Róisín and Tom? Nothing? Over in a school

  friend’s house I had seen a worn-out VHS tape called ‘Swedish Erotica’ a few times, but clearly I hadn’t been concentrating.




  After a few minutes Róisín discontinued kissing me, went over to the panelled mirror on Milo’s mother’s side and fixed her make-up. Clearly I had been supposed to do

  something and once more had failed to do it. I sat on Tom’s bed and waited for her move, more virginal than ever. This wasn’t the first time I had tried and failed to get that monkey

  off my back, and the monkey was growing ever larger. My persistent virginity was becoming the dominant story of my life and the main reason for the move away – California girls would sort it

  out.




  The bathroom door opened and we listened to Milo’s descending footfall, then Róisín left me with instructions to wait a few minutes before rejoining the party. Was I supposed

  to tell Milo what had happened with me and her or not? She never asked me to keep it a secret. Maybe it was nothing. What did she want me to do? And how did she know so clearly what it was that she

  wanted? So much information simply did not appear to be available to me. In Sheila Moreland’s three-panelled mirror I caught my reflection sitting on Tom’s single bed, found that sight

  reflected in the other two panels, and then the four of us stood up and left.




  It was still night through the porthole and the plane had continued howling while I slept. I rolled my neck to release some of the stiffness, lit another cigarette, then saw the old man who had

  been sitting beside Milo being escorted down the far aisle towards the back of the plane by two hostesses, one of whom was holding a hand towel to his nose, stuffed with ice cubes. Blood stained

  his shirt front and his wife trailed behind, her face like thunder. Once they had gathered out of view in the galley area beside me, I slipped out of my smoking seat and went back up to Row 26.

  Milo and Pauric were fast asleep, but to Milo’s right, the man’s drink had clearly been spilled and his seat-back tray was streaked with a tiny trail of blood splashes. I looked around

  to see if anyone could tell me what had happened but like Pauric and Milo, the rest of the passengers sprawled under the dim lights were so far under it was hard to believe they had ever been

  awake. It was hard to believe they were alive. Walking back to the smoking section, the scene in the cabin was one of pure devastation, as if someone had tiptoed through the aftermath of a battle

  scene putting complimentary eye-masks on the dead.




  The wounded man, his wife, some hostesses and another passenger (presumably a doctor) were now right beside my seat at the back. They had sourced a pack of frozen peas, but how? First class?

  What a perk it would be to order a side of peas with dinner.




  — Excuse me. Is everything okay? What happened?




  The wife was still shaking a little as she looked up and recognized me.




  — Your friend with the book? He managed to break my husband’s nose on the first day of our holiday. So thank you very much for that.




  As was later explained to him, somewhere over Greenland Milo’s cursed luck had caught up with him once more, as he came to with the kind of spasm you get when you dream you’re

  falling out of the bed. His arms shot out to support himself, the dead weight of J. P. Donleavy’s fiction catching the man square on the nose. Milo immediately resumed his narcotic slumber

  while all around, napkins were gathered to staunch the flow of blood. Now the old man was in the sick bay with a compress of peas and ice and in Row 26, Milo kept on snoring. I tried to apologize

  to the man and even the doctor and offered to hold something, but then I gave up, sat down and smoked, not three yards away. I had no idea why I was saying sorry, but it was perfectly in keeping

  with our friendship. Even though I had my own parents and family life, playing the son for a surrogate family is far more appealing, and really, I was apologizing for Tom and Sheila. When we

  landed, when he woke up and was told, would Milo accept the blame? No. Why? It wasn’t his fault. It had nothing to do with whiskey, Valium and heavy books. It was bad luck.




  My first view of the city came through the window of the shuttle bus. Sitting in the seat in front of Milo was the air hostess who had given us the Wild Turkey, the one who later tended to the

  man’s broken nose. I left it to her to explain what had happened and when she finished Milo rounded on me like I had done something wrong.




  — You knew about this?! The fuck! Why didn’t you tell me?! God. I’m so embarrassed!




  Now that he had an air hostess to flirt with, and no chance of meeting the old boy with the busted nose and having to apologize, Milo totally wanted to go back and ‘Just make amends,

  somehow, you know?’ The lying toad was doing a terrific job. Soon the air hostess was smiling again and he was blaming her for giving us all that booze.




  — I ought to sue you, Caitlin. You’re a terrible woman.


  

  After a long stretch of freeway, which to the right offered a brief glimpse of a football stadium called Candlestick Park, we

  spun down an off-ramp then began running up and down hills, slowing at intersections then splashing through slick January puddles across the foot of the next block. Names were strange and

  exotic.




  – ‘Polk Street!’




  Ads on the side of buses for something called Rice-a-roni and a radio station called KROQ, then I saw a guy with plaited hair in corn-rows reading Urb magazine. We drove through a black

  neighbourhood and I heard ‘Mister Dobalina’. Bars were mysterious – who was in there? Two massive women in towelling tracksuits smoked the thinnest cigarettes ever, and then two

  gaunt old men with tracheotomies walked by chewing fat stogies, their matching oxygen tanks wheeling beside them. We shot up and down some more hills with tram lines and quaint wooden houses and

  then the air hostess was out.




  — You live on ‘Nob Hill’. Seriously?!




  Milo stepped out to hold the door for her, then lifted her tiny wheelie bag from the trunk, to the amusement of our driver, who looked a lot like David Crosby. Because Pauric wouldn’t

  leave him alone, when he got back in Milo displayed her number to us on a scrap of paper. He could be shy like that; shy, courtly and strangely chauvinistic.




  I don’t know how, but I knew we were getting close when we swung right at a street called Masonic which unfurled wide and twinkling. We dropped down beneath a thin strip of park and rose

  again to a supermarket on the far side by the name of ‘Plaza Foods’. A Chinese woman jay-walked in front of the van, dragging behind her a huge bag made of deckchair material. The

  driver leaned on the horn, yelling out the window as we whizzed by.




  — Fucking 9-iron!




  The woman spat at the car and David Crosby cackled, then swung a hard right. He screeched into an empty bay and turned to face us, smoothing his handlebars with a paw.




  — 1469 Fulton. Thirty bucks.




  I unzipped my bum bag and parsed the money from the traveller’s cheques my parents had given me, and thought of Mum’s tearful smile at Dublin airport. The night before, she had told

  me that she loved me more than was good for her, and now her baby had gone and left her. But nobody sings songs from a mother’s point of view.




  The hooverish engine sound decayed into the night and for a minute we just stood there on the wet sidewalk. That damp, mossy smell and a kick drum thudding from a car nearby. A TV on commercial

  break through a window and two girls shouting, then a white guy in a Primus T-shirt bouncing a basketball while skateboarding down the street while checking a pager, his pants nearly around his

  ankles. He trundled on into the night, then Milo and I just couldn’t do it any more and we hugged each other deliriously, jumping up and down.




  We carried the bags up a small pathway of overgrown bushes above which three storeys of ornately painted wooden bay windows were clustered as in a fairy tale. From above an angry buzz let us in

  and climbing the stairs I thought of Tales of the City and of the drama being conducted behind these doors – all the men and women engaged in unfolding narratives: laughing, fucking,

  fighting, dancing, bouncing off each other and creating energy, in the performance of their lives. The night air was electric. In front of us a curtain was twitching and just about to rise.




  They like to say that fog descends and shrouds but not here, no. Here it prefers to cross the road and confront you directly, or slink right around a corner, accosting you like

  an old school friend. Very early on, we climbed a hilly park called Buena Vista. It was hot and sunny in the foothills, the sprinklers leaking spits out the back onto my calves. We walked through

  drying puddles around the woodchip playground, winding our way towards the top, where furtive lonely men wandered with darting eyes and the city grid began to peek at intervals through tree

  trunks.




  All the mornings spent down there, figuring out how to order eggs in the diner, the afternoons meandering along pathways of Golden Gate Park, watching the hypnotic sway of rollerbladers; the

  place was always shifting. Maybe jet-lag was still leaving prints on the windows, but I was woozy nearly all the time. In the morning wind chimes tinkled on balconies below and cats slunk around,

  scratching at dirty deep-pile carpets. A damp pine-y smell flowed along the breeze, holding in it salt from the ocean. Luminous plastic lizards clung to our bathtub on rubber suckers. When we went

  out, it was to the humming, vivid bazaar of Upper Haight, where young ravers floated in and out of clothing stores, their corduroy flares flapping dirtily. Buses rattled past, wired from overhead,

  secondhand clothes stores were cavernous and taquerias festooned with garish religious iconography, police cruisers rolling up and down.




  Noc Noc, Kooky Ricard’s, Don’s Different Ducks: during the night there were the luridly named bars of the Lower Haight, and throughout it all I could feel my consciousness opening to

  its widest aperture, greedily sucking in the gaudy exotica. But it was making me sick. It seemed nothing was on the level here, all perception skewed and off-kilter. You were either above or below

  the thing you perceived, or else it was dead ahead but set at an angle; the falling rows of multicoloured houses drawn straight from the pages of a children’s horror story, the streets you

  could nearly lean against, rising diagonal and vertiginous, buses wheezing up them like a climber with a rope. Sometimes you’d scale a hill and see that the summit was the width of a single

  intersection, plummeting away on all sides. The town was a board game, a fairground attraction.




  At the top of the park, we caught our breath on a tree stump and at last I saw the city as a carpet, on the level, flattened to a single dimension. I needed this view. But within a minute the

  fog appeared from over the west side of the hill, approaching like dust from a slo-mo blast, its borders sharply defined. We could only watch and count from five to one before that moving wall

  boldly wrapped itself around us. Now there was no more bird song, no distant engines and rumbling jets. Now there was nothing to hear but the breathing of two stunned men panting on a log and

  smiling dumbly at the quiet force of nature and the lack of any view in Buena Vista Park.




  A twig snapped and a man with a staff and long grey beard materialized in front of us. When he saw him, Milo smiled at me as if he had arranged it for our viewing pleasure. The man nodded

  gravely and from beneath the filthy blanket wrapped around his shoulders produced a small painted whistle, and began to play a shrill melody, his eyes unblinking. Beyond a single tree, nothing at

  all was visible behind him. It felt like we were on a set with a painted grey cyc, the city now closed and hollow, and I looked at Milo to see if he was laughing but he was wide-eyed and

  encouraging, dying to consider this leprechaunish pastiche an important moment of self-expression.




  The man stopped playing and put out a hand, and Milo immediately dug in his pocket and came out with a twenty-dollar note. When I didn’t move or offer any money, he gave him the twenty and

  the bearded man bowed and passed on by, on his way somewhere else, just walking through the fog with his whistle. Milo shook his head in awe.




  — Wasn’t that amazing?




  — Yeah, but not twenty dollars’ worth.




  — But the whole thing. The setting, the fog . . .




  — He didn’t bring the fog. You didn’t have to pay anyone for that.




  The pitying way in which he looked at me made me feel like a pathetic Shylock, and he the more artistic and interesting person by far. Climbing downhill behind him in silence, I couldn’t

  think of something to say to make it feel better. I hated bearing the weight of Milo’s disappointment, but twenty dollars was a lot of money. As abruptly as it had come, the fog now lifted,

  the city sounds swelled and we were restored to the present, the man with his staff and flute nowhere to be seen. And walking past the rattling buses full of commuters, I felt vindicated by the

  elements and hoped Milo was beginning to regret his moment of weakness.




  Inside a Victorian-style diner with impossibly high ceilings, I studied the menu. In a dish on the table butter was unsalted and came in individual rectangular servings pressed between two waxy

  paper rectangles. Tabasco was a condiment and impossibly hot, but what were grits and sourdough and steel-cut oatmeal? What was endive?




  — I’ll have the ‘eggs any style’. Can you spot me ’til later?




  Milo dropped his menu, the restaurant door binged, and out there amidst the shuffling jetsam, the Ewoks with filthy, baggy cords and dogs on ropes, the only incongruous detail in his

  presentation was an antique Rolex glinting in the sun – a gift from his dad.




  Heroes are whispered about long before they’re encountered, and maybe that’s what makes them heroic. Milo was a year ahead of me in our school, a preparatory

  college of side-parted boys aged 7–12, governed by priests with wire-brush eyebrows. I had seen him stalk the playground wearing desert boots and a Fred Perry with the school tie cinched

  around it, a mod at age eleven, neither bully nor bullied, but comfortably occupying that sweet spot of school life, respected and un-harassed. On corridors and in assemblies he had nodded at me

  once or twice, knowing that my parents knew his. But long before I heard his voice there was all sorts of gossip about him, particularly in connection with Father Browne.




  Playground gossip. Like Chinese whispers, even at the time you know what you’re hearing is more than the truth, an original truth pulled and stretched out of shape, then stood on end and

  shown only from a distance, all for the sake of the story. But looking beyond the nonsense of exaggeration, the whispers of the schoolyard and where they end up say a lot about the people who pass

  them along. It suggests what the whisperers want to be true and what they think you might believe. That’s not to say there aren’t liars – in school, outright lies are bought and

  sold all the time. And maybe that’s how it was with the story of Milo and Father Browne. Maybe their story was a total lie instead of a whisper passed along. But it doesn’t matter.

  What’s more important – what’s so much more revealing about the story of Milo and Father Browne – is that we had no trouble believing it, none at all.
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