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There you go sister, on your bicycle.


From the towpath, I watch as she cycles by. I think about giving a little wave but decide against it. Instead, I sit on my hands and resist temptation, pressing my palms into the grit of the path.


I’m supposed to hate nuns.


To distract myself from temptation I examine the scab on my knee, noticing layers of skin knitted together in a delicate pattern. I wonder, if the scab keeps growing, will my skin turn scaly like a dragon’s. I could grow wings and breathe fire, roast all the Catholics alive. That would make my da happy. It takes a lot these days to make him smile. The drink, pints of golden froth that look like glasses of piss, they usually do the job.


I consider the nun, her habit black crow feathers, the view of her grey stockings like something forbidden. Her head gear is table topped, turned down at the sides, reminding me of the sheet creases on a freshly made bed.


I don’t know her name but I’ve seen her before. She could be young, twenty years old, the same age as Mrs. McGuckian’s daughter, the one who got herself into trouble. The type of trouble worse than stealing sweets from the shop, worse than sneaking into the pictures, worse than wearing the same pair of knickers two days in a row. Nobody talks about it, but everybody knows. Mrs. McGuckian’s daughter touted on us. As punishment, they shaved all her hair and beat her with clenched fists. Then again the nun could be sixty, it’s hard to tell.


I pick a corner of the scab and wince as new skin is stretched. The nun is almost at the bridge now. I wonder why I didn’t stick out my legs, jam my feet into the spokes of her bike, send her flying, her black crow wings leading the charge into the waters of the River Lagan. It’s what Billy would have done if he were here.


If it were Da, he’d shout after her, calling her the Pope’s bitch, yelling that all Catholics are cunts. But he’s at work. My da’s a doctor. He has a job in the hospital. He wears shiny shoes and has a stethoscope for listening to people’s hearts. I really wish he was a doctor. But he’s not. He’s a docker. The two words are kind of the same. It’s only two letters in the difference. But it’s that one letter that’s important.


A duck floats by on the water, seagulls screech overhead, chancing for food. I want to tell them that they are wasting their squawks on me. I don’t have anything to give them. My lunch long eaten, a stale sandwich of hard cheese with a skim of mustard. There’s not much food this week.
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