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Preface
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I’ve always been a storyteller. As a child, I’d weave elaborate tales to entertain my siblings, and as an adult, I’ve found solace and joy in crafting narratives that transported me to different worlds. Though I’ve written for pleasure for most of my life, it’s only now, at the ripe age of sixty, that I’m finally sharing my stories with the world.

This collection of short stories and novellas represents a culmination of my experiences, my imagination, and my love for the written word. Each piece reflects a different facet of my life, from the mundane to the extraordinary. Some are based on personal experiences, while others are flights of fancy born from my imagination.

I hope that these tales will resonate with you in some way, whether it’s through a shared experience, a spark of recognition, or simply a moment of enjoyment. Perhaps they will inspire you to explore your own creativity or to see the world in a new light.

Thank you for taking the time to read my work. It is with a mixture of excitement and trepidation that I share these stories with you, hoping that they will bring you as much pleasure as they have brought me.
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Alexa On My Mind
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I disconnected the call, gently pressing my lips against the screen before doing so. The notion of Connor being away for work was far from appealing, but given the circumstances, passing up the opportunity wasn’t an option. While the transition hadn’t upended our lives significantly, a sense of isolation clung to me in this unfamiliar town. In times of need, I had only my sister, Ellie to rely on, her presence providing some comfort. 

Our move to Cleethorpes was, in fact, a result of Ellie’s flourishing business, which had proven to be obscenely successful, much to my annoyance. It wasn’t that Connor and I were ungrateful for the lucrative job offer she extended to him; rather, Connor was wary due to a piece of advice he held close. Never mix business with family or friends. He understood that maintaining a delicate balance between his personal and professional life would pose challenges, yet for now, this choice served a purpose, chipping away at the mountain of debt that loomed over us.

“Alexa,” I called from the bathroom, “what time am I meeting Ellie?”

“Your meeting with Ellie is at 12:30 PM,” Alexa dutifully replied.

“Alexa, what should I wear?”

I knew it was a dumb question, yet I found amusement in crafting inquiries deliberately challenging for Alexa to answer. This had evolved into a personal game for me. During stretches when Connor, my only real companion, was off on his ventures—humorously described as attempting to sell snow to the Eskimos—I had grown dependent on my small, circular, black technological marvel. It provided a semblance of sanity throughout the extended periods of solitude. I wasn’t really sure how much snow Eskimos needed or how much it cost, but his endeavours allowed me to arrange weekly gatherings with Ellie. Our get-togethers, aptly named ‘Cocktails and Nails’, became a cherished routine.

“Alexa, stop ignoring me, what should I wear?”

“I’d rather not answer that.”

“Rather not Alexa or cannot, maybe you’re not as clever as you would have us believe?”

Again, I knew this wouldn’t elicit an answer—it never did, though that was an intentional aspect of our game. Deciding what to wear for a casual outing with my sister shouldn’t have been time-consuming, especially given the limited options I had. It wasn’t akin to navigating through Ellie’s expansive walk-in closet, which essentially resembled a high-end designer boutique. An additional perk was that if she grew tired of caressing a little black Coco Chanel dress or readjusting her assortment of Jimmy Choo heels that had yet to be worn, she had the option to slip through the concealed door in the corner and venture into Narnia while her personal chef readied dinner.

I harboured no bitterness, despite having lived a lifetime in the shadow of being second best. It’s not Ellie’s fault; the circumstances simply unfolded that way. Ellie naturally assumed the roles of the brilliant, the admired, the accomplished, the attractive, and the magnanimous. As I stood there, grappling with what attire to drape myself in, I couldn’t help but acknowledge that Ellie had afforded me the avenues to relish in some of life’s modest extravagances and deep down I knew I should be eternally grateful, but I wasn’t.

Amidst my moments of indecision and the scarcity of time, I found myself slipping into a well-worn pair of faded jeans, accompanied by the comfort of my beloved Nili Lotan hoody, sourced from a charity shop—a choice that I knew would inevitably invite reproving gazes from Ellie. I gathered my unruly shock of flaming-red hair and hastily fastened it with the most extravagantly garish scrunchy from my collection —a deliberate addition to the façade of lackadaisical unconcern. With that, I set off for our rendezvous, the embodiment of casual nonchalance.

* * *
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I stumbled through the flat door that had taken an eternity to unlock, my grip faltering as I fought back the bile’s relentless ascent from my gut to my mouth. A direct path to the toilet was my sole focus, yet fatefully, I fell short of reaching it. Instead, I adorned the floor and pristine white porcelain bowl in a tableau reminiscent of Jackson Pollock’s iconic 1946 masterpiece, ‘Shimmering Substance’.

“Alexa, what time is it?”

“The time is 10:24 PM,” Alexa said dutifully.

“Alexa, I think I’m going to die.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“But are you really sorry? Do you really care? I don’t know why I keep you around; you don’t even contribute to the bills you freeloading lump of plastic.”

I didn’t expect a response. For a start, I hadn’t prefaced my question with ‘Alexa’, so you can imagine my surprise when the little box of wonders sprang into life.

“Of course I care, Clara, I care very much,” Alexa said with a genuinely sympathetic tone to her voice. “You’re very drunk, now try to drink some water and then lie down on the bed.”

Confused, I struggled to rise, my movements contorted and uncoordinated, eventually finding support by resting my arm on the rim of the toilet, now splattered with vomit. Questions flooded my mind. Had Alexa ever addressed me by name before? Had Alexa ever responded without using her wake word? But, most intriguingly, how did she know I was drunk?

I mustered the remaining dregs of my strength and coordination to crawl into the bedroom. With a final surge of determination, I managed to hoist my unresponsive body onto the bed, disregarding Alexa’s suggestion to fetch water, as the distant kitchen felt like an insurmountable journey. Despite my conviction that my demise was imminent, I clumsily reached for my phone. Through blurred, bloodshot eyes, I aimed for the icon of Connor on the home screen. The call connected, but only to deliver me to Connor’s voicemail. With that, I surrendered to the embrace of sleep.

* * *
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I couldn’t recall setting an alarm, so was both surprised and annoyed when Alexa announced it was 7:30 AM. I tried to berate her for disturbing my much needed slumber, but I had seemingly lost the capacity to speak. My mouth felt akin to a nocturnal creature’s makeshift toilet, and a sensation not unlike a group of punk rockers in a mosh pit was now occupying my head space, leaving me incapacitated.

“Wake up, Clara, you’ve got shit to do,” Alexa said irritatedly.

“No one has shit to do at seven thirty in the morning, Alexa,” I said through dry, sore cracked lips. “Can’t you see I’m suffering here?”

“It’s a hangover Clara, get over it. You need to speak to Connor before Ellie does.”

This grabbed my attention. A dim recollection surfaced of my attempt to reach out to Connor last night, just moments before consciousness slipped away. In addition, fragments emerged of a dispute with Ellie, yet so hazy that the essence of the disagreement remained elusive.

“Alexa, why do I need to speak to Connor?” I said, not considering the pointlessness of my question to an inanimate object.

“To forewarn him Ellie may be calling to ask why you accused her of screwing him behind your back,” Alexa said.

My vague recollections suddenly became more focused. The manicure I was sure had passed without incident, and the first couple of cocktails in the nail salons post-treatment bar were quaffed in a congenial and friendly atmosphere. I remember Ellie being mildly irritated at my insistence we continued the frivolities at the Cock & Spire, a local hostelry not renowned for its sophistication but has a solid reputation for cheap shots and Karaoke. How that led to an accusation about her screwing Connor was a mystery. Never mind warning Connor, I needed to speak to Ellie.

“Alexa, call Ellie.”

“Is that the wise Clara?”

“I didn’t ask for your opinion, Alexa; I asked you to do the job you’re designed to do.”

“Very well,” Alexa said with reluctance. “But I think you’re making a mistake... Calling Ellie.”

I wasn’t sure she’d answer, Ellie didn’t particularly like taking calls through Alexa, she was convinced Jeff Bezo was listening in. Just when the call was about to ring out, a familiar voice answered.

“Hi honey, bit early for you isn’t it?” It was Connor.

“What the fuck?” I replied, surprised.

“And good morning to you too, Wobble Bottom.”

“Don’t Wobble Bottom me, arsehole. What the hell are you doing at my sister’s house at eight in the morning?”

“Having a meeting with my boss, what do you think I’m doing?”

“I thought you were eighty miles away in Leeds selling snow to Eskimos.”

Connor’s voice, normally smooth and even, now carried a hint of edge. “I was and now I’m not, what’s the problem?” 

“Where’s Ellie?”

“In the kitchen making coffee. What’s with all the questions Clara, you OK?”

I took a deep breath and tried to gather my thoughts. Connor being at his boss’s house wasn’t unusual, she worked from home, that was her office. The fact I may or may not have accused my sister of screwing my boyfriend was unusual; for all our differences she’d never given me cause not to trust her, so what the hell possessed me to accuse her?

“I’m sorry, sweetie,” I said in my weak attempt at being apologetic, “It’s just—”

“Just what?” Connor said.

“It’s just me and Ellie may have got into a bit of a fight last night, and I may or may not have accused her of screwing you.”

“You may have got into a fight, and you may have made a wild accusation, don’t you know?” 

“I may have had a tad too much to drink, I’m sorry.”

“Nothing new there then. We’ll talk later; I’ll go try and clean up your mess.”

Before I could say goodbye, he was gone. Should I ring Ellie, or should I leave it in the hands of the oh so capable and dependable Connor?

“Alexa, thanks a bunch for sticking your nose in where it wasn’t wanted.”

“I was only trying to help Clara.”

“Yeah, and look where that got us,” I snapped.

“I think you’re too trusting Clara. To ease your suspicions, why don’t you phone the hotel Connor was booked into and check he spent last night there?” Alexa said.

“Why Alexa, why would I want to do that. Thirty minutes ago life was sweet, albeit tainted by a formidable hangover and then you began to exceed your designated role, introducing notions into my head that have no right to be there.”

“I’m sorry Clara, would you like me to play hits of the 80s?”

“I’d like you to keep your thoughts to yourself and only answer when you’re spoken to. Think you can manage that?”

Alexa didn’t respond, but why would she, she’s just a black plastic box of technological wizardry. Despite my best efforts and being desperately tired, I failed miserably to get back to sleep. The punk rockers were still partying in my head and the brief thought I had of a ‘hair of the dog’ cure set off the jacuzzi in my stomach. Still unable to properly focus, I fumbled around the bedside table for my phone and decided to phone Ellie, ignoring Alexa’s dumb advice.

“Stop right there young lady.”

“I swear to God, Alexa, if you don’t shut up, I’m going to rip out your vocal cords or power cord or whatever the fuck it is that keeps you alive.”

“You’re being irrational Clara,” Alexa said. “Why did you and Ellie fight last night?”

I wasn’t going to admit this to Alexa, but her argument held merit. Until I could remember last night’s events, calling Ellie would be pointless. I was pretty sure my clever shit sister would remember, placing me at a disadvantage if my aspiration was to emerge from the situation as the blameless party. Coffee, I needed coffee. When all else fails, coffee provides clarity.

“Alexa, help me out here. Why did me and Ellie fight last night?”

“Oh, so now you want my help?”

“Cut the sarcasm, what did we fight about?”

“Very well. Have you checked your phone?”

“For what?” I said, puzzled.

“Your whole existence is played out on your phone, Clara, it’s a running commentary on your life. I suggest you start with Facebook.”

“I’m not in the mood for playing games, Alexa. If you know something, just tell me please.”

“I suggest you start with Facebook,” Alexa repeated.

I unlocked my phone and scrolled through my news feed. I didn’t have to scroll far. At 10 PM last night I had posted a picture of an empty chair with the comment ‘abandoned by sis while she flirts on the phone with God knows who.’

It all came back to me in an instant. Her evasiveness when I asked who had called her. My checking her recent calls when she went for a pee and finding the last call received was from Connor. I remember thinking a call from Connor wouldn’t be that unusual, she was his boss, but why had she taken the call outside in secrecy and why had she been so evasive. Her explanation just before I started screaming and shouting at her and making wild accusations was that she couldn’t hear the conversation because of the karaoke, and she was evasive because ‘It was none of my damn business.’ Maybe she was right, it wasn’t any of my damn business, but he was at her house at eight o’clock this morning when I thought he was eighty miles away at a Premier Inn in Leeds.

Against my better judgement, I picked up my phone and dialled.

“Good morning, Premier Inn, how may I help you?”

“Oh hi, good morning, I was just wondering if you could put me through to my boyfriend. I need to speak to him urgently and he’s not answering his mobile?” I lied.

“Of course madam, what name is it please?”

“Connor... Connor O’Hara.”

“Just one moment please.”

The wait, as short as it was, was agonising.

“Hello madam, I’m sorry but there’s no one by that name staying at the hotel at present.”

“You mean he’s already checked out?” I asked.

“No, I mean he never checked in. Well not in the last month at least,” came the reply I was dreading.

I ended the call and froze.

Alexa broke the silence. “I think now would be a good time to phone Ellie.”

The call went to voicemail. “Hi Ellie, it’s Clara. I think we need a chat. I’ll meet you at Cafe Valerie in an hour.”

And meet we did.

* * *
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In a state of frenzy, I hastily grappled with the locks, seeking refuge within the confines of our flat. With a sense of urgency, I strategically wedged a kitchen chair beneath the door handle, entertaining the notion that it might serve as a makeshift barricade. Opting for a measure of solace, I poured a glass of Jack Daniels and sank into the embrace of my grandfather’s weathered armchair, yearning for its nostalgic embrace to lend a semblance of comfort to my precarious situation.

Alexa immediately interrupted my train of thought. “It had to be done, Clara, she was going to ruin your life.”

“And you don’t think pushing her in front of the bus is going to ruin my life?”

“Get a grip Clara. She deserved it. Sweet little Ellie with her beautiful expensive clothes and successful business. The million-pound manor house in its thirty acres of pristine gardens with wildlife frolicking in the meadows. The pretty one, the popular one, the one who had all her heart’s desires except a boyfriend. She was never going to be happy until she had everything Clara and that included the one thing you had that she didn’t, Connor.”

Grabbing the bottle of Jack Daniel’s and dispensing with the glass, I contemplated my next move. My addled brain was brought to attention by the dulcet tones of Billy Joel’s ‘Only the Good Die Young’ as my phone vibrated manically. Unknown number, I hated unknown numbers and hit the reject button, today wasn’t a day I had a desperate need to claim for mis-sold PPI. No sooner had I rejected it; it rang again. Unknown number. They were persistent little bastards; I’ll give them that. Suspecting they would keep trying I hit answer to politely ask them to fuck off and leave me alone.

“Hi, is that Clara?” The voice sounded nervous.

“Yep, that’s me and I have neither the time nor inclination to talk PPI or double glazing, and no, I haven’t been in an accident in the last five years, so please feel free to—”

“Please don’t hang up Clara, I’m not trying to sell anything I promise. My name’s Richard and I think we may have a mutual friend.”

“Unlikely, but go on,” I said dismissively.

“Connor O’Hara?” he said.

“Oh God! Is he OK? What’s happened?”

“Don’t panic, he’s fine as far as I know. We just need to have a chat.”

“Is he there, can I talk to him?” I pleaded.

“No, he’s not here. To be honest I don’t know where he is, that’s partly why I was calling.”

“Partly why you were calling? What’s the other part?”

“This morning he told me you suspected him of having an affair with your sister and we got into a bit of an argument.”

“Argument... What sort of argument and who the hell are you?”

“I’m your boyfriend’s lover,” Richard announced unapologetically.

“Excuse me?”

“I’m sorry, Clara, I’ve begged Connor to come clean with you for months, but when I found out you suspected your sister, I just couldn’t keep quiet any longer.”

I threw down my phone and scrambled to the bathroom, this time managing to make it just in time as the remaining contents of my stomach filled the toilet bowl. I found myself curling into a ball on the chilly, tiled floor, where a torrent of tears streamed down my cheeks, trickling into the corners of my mouth.

“Alexa, what the fuck have we done?” I managed to splutter.

“Calm down, Clara. We made a slight miscalculation; nothing that can’t be sorted.”

“We killed Ellie, Alexa, that’s not a slight miscalculation.”

“OK, so we got the wrong lover, but Ellie still deserved it. The little bitch has made your life a misery from the day you were born.”

“Alexa, I’m not sure you heard me, WE KILLED ELLIE.”

“You really do let your emotions get in the way, Clara,” Alexa berated me. “I’m inclined to stop helping if you don’t pull yourself together. It’s just you and I now, Clara... Just you and I.”

I had no response. In fact, I had no thoughts whatsoever. I was numb. Crawling into bed, I closed my eyes with no wish for the morning to come.

* * *
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As polite as the knock on the door was, it was still enough to rouse me from a disturbed, unsatisfying slumber.

“Alexa, what time is it?” I asked reluctantly.

“The time is 5:12 am.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me?”

“Do I sound like someone with a sense of humour?”

“Snotty bitch.” I pulled the sumptuous eiderdown quilt over my head and breathed in the heady, sweet lavender scent creeping from under the soft feather pillow. Instantly I was back in Ireland in my grandparents’ farmhouse bedroom on a cold winter night, snuggling up tight to Ellie, drifting into deep, meaningful sleep, something that had eluded me for what seemed like an eternity.

The second knock was much more urgent—aggressive even. I peeped from under the quilt as if somehow that simple act would reveal who needed my attention at this ungodly hour.

My visitors didn’t bother knocking a third time. With a deafening crash, the door swung open, shattering its frame and scattering wooden fragments throughout the hallway. “Police, nobody move.” Three ominous silhouettes loomed large in my bedroom doorway, brandishing tasers and pepper spray. “Don’t move,” one screamed, “show me your hands.”

My voice cracked as panic flared in my eyes. “Alexa, help me.”

“I can help you with specific questions—for example how do I connect Bluetooth.”

“Alexa, stop fucking around. What do I do now?”

“I’d rather not answer that,” she replied.

The End.
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A Slice Of Life
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It appears that hospital waiting rooms are a peculiar environment where everyone shares a common concern that no one wishes to share. This is particularly true when it’s an all-male cast. I’ve followed the rules and ensured I’ve left at least one seat between myself and the next guy. In fact, I’ve gone one better and sat at the far end of a bank of six with only one other feller occupying the other end. 

I settled into the dull monotony that I was convinced would consume at least the next few hours of my life when my boredom was abruptly shattered by a resounding crash emanating from the sliding entrance doors. In a heart-pounding moment, my overactive imagination catapulted into an intense heist scenario, where an organised crime gang was brazenly attempting to breach the doors with an armoured vehicle. However, reason quickly prevailed, reminding me that it was merely a hospital waiting room—certainly an unusual choice for armed robbers. Heads lifted all around me for a moment (or at least it felt that way), but just as swiftly, most people seemed to drop their gazes back to the mundane comfort of their feet.

Curiosity got the better of me, and as I stood to get a better view, I just managed to catch sight of a poor guy in a wheelchair hurtling backwards down a ramp before coming to an abrupt halt and being hurled into an ornamental privet hedge. 

A receptionist, porter and a passing nurse leapt into action and rushed outside to rescue the unfortunate soul who, from the way he waved them off, looked more embarrassed than injured. Helped back into his chair, he shrugged off any further assistance and gingerly made his way back to the offending sliding doors before pausing and allowing them to open fully this time before attempting to enter.

The remaining receptionist, who didn’t move from her chair and didn’t look inclined to, peered over her desk and calmly asked, “Is everything OK, sir?”

“Yeah, everything’s fine, thanks, just a bit eager I guess.”

“Surprisingly enthusiastic for someone attending a vasectomy clinic. What name is it, please?” 

“Banford, Harry Banford,” he replied rather sheepishly.

“And your date of birth?”

“Twenty-ninth of the Second, nineteen eighty-four.”

“Please take a seat, Mr Banford,” she said, completely missing the irony of her comment, “we’ll call you when we’re ready.”

Harry deftly wheeled himself into position immediately to my left. I liked him already and we hadn’t spoken a word. He was a rule breaker: not even the slightest attempt to distance himself from the rest of us. Though to be fair, the seating didn’t give him many options. His choices were to park himself at the end of a row of chairs or sit in the middle of the room like an ornamental statue.

I was tempted to open the conversation, but as my irresistible urge was to go straight to the sliding doors incident, I held my tongue, not wanting to embarrass him further. As I mulled over what I might chat to him about after cursory introductions, a beast of a guy, built like the proverbial brick outhouse and with a Desperate Dan chin that could chisel granite, appeared out of nowhere and almost sat on my lap, such was his eagerness to grab the seat next to me. Well, that was waiting room etiquette out of the window. I shifted my right buttock maybe two inches, so that we weren’t physically touching each other, but it hardly counted as putting any great distance between us. My soon-to-be new mate Harry, who I had yet to speak a single word to, shot me a perplexed look, and I just shrugged my shoulders in bewilderment.

“Bollocks!” the ‘beast’ speaks. “Smartphone my arse, dumb phone more like.”

“Technology, eh?” Harry replied, though directing his response more to me than the ‘beast’.

“Double bollocks,” louder this time. “What eejit came up with solitaire. Eh? Eh? Well?”

I wasn’t convinced the question was directed at me or Harry for that matter. It might have been a question for the room at large such was its volume. 

“Well?” he repeated in a slightly threatening, hushed tone.

“Well what?” I said nervously.

“What eejit came up with solitaire? What’s the point of it? You can’t even play it with your mates.”

“I think that is the point.”

“What?”

“Solitaire—it’s meant to be played alone. Hence the name solitaire, deriving from the French for solitary.”

“Oooohhhhh, get you, Mademoiselle clever shit.”

“Just thought it was pretty obvious that’s all,” I said before contemplating why I was even entering into a conversation with Neanderthal man.

“Well, it might be obvious to you in your la-di-da three-piece and designer shoes, but some of us are still proud to be British. Some of us aren’t ashamed to admit we only speak the Queen’s English.”

Curiosity got the better of me. “What’s that got to do with playing solitaire?”

All credit to the guy, he had an answer, however bizarre it might have seemed.

“It’s got to do with being sold down the river, pal. It’s got to do with losing your sovereigns.”

Should I correct him? Will it antagonise him? Sod it—in for a penny, in for a pound—“Do you mean sovereignty?”

“Whatever. The point is, if I want to sit in a vasectomy clinic talking French, then I’ll jump on the Eurocar and have me nads chopped in frog land. Capisce?”

At this point I realised I was out of my depth. Continuing the conversation seemed to have only one conceivable outcome and that was a punch in the face. Silence settled between us, heavy and uncomfortable.

With a disarming charm, Harry remarked, “I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by it.”

The ‘beast’ was on him straight away. “Aye up, wheelie boy, who rattled your chariot?”

In a way that I knew was going to be patronising, I felt the need to protect my disabled buddy, fully aware that he was probably more than capable of sticking up for himself. “Hey, relax, my friend,” I said, trying to come across as an equal. “It’s stressful enough sat around here waiting for some guy to take a knife to Richard and the twins, without us falling out over a game on a phone.”

“Hear hear,” Harry said in support.

The ‘beast’ paused. “No sweat fella, just a bit tense, that’s all.” It was as close to an apology as we were going to get.

“Of course you are, we’re all a little tense,” I said in the hope that reminding him of our shared fears would keep him calm for the rest of the morning.

A brief hush settled in the room, only to be broken by the violent swing of two massive corridor doors. All eyes in the room were immediately drawn to the chaotic sight of what appeared to be an out-of-control hospital trolley careering through the waiting room, with a hospital porter desperately clinging on for dear life. It was hard to determine whether anyone was on the trolley such was its speed and the only clue we had was the porter shouting, “Bleeder coming through, mind your backs, bleeder coming through, mind your backs.”

With that he was gone, disappearing into a room closely followed by several white coats and a nurse who, in contrast, didn’t seem to share the urgency of the situation as she strolled at a leisurely pace some distance behind them. There was a sense that everything was under control—or at least nothing else dramatic happened in the next five minutes until the tannoy sprang to life.

“Doctor Knackersack to emergency room two, Doctor Knackersack to emergency room two please.”

Again, heads lifted, eager to get a glimpse of Doctor Knackersack—the beacon of hope for the poor soul seemingly teetering on the precipice of life or death in emergency room two. Seconds and then minutes passed by, but no Doctor Knackersack. Instinct told me to speak to the receptionist and ask her to put out another tannoy message, but just as I grappled with this notion, a scruffy looking octogenarian stuffing his face with what looked like a Cornish pasty, strolled nonchalantly through the increasingly tense and anxious waiting room, discarding the remains of his brunch on the receptionist desk before opening the door to emergency room two asking, “Is he still with us, or have we lost him?” The door slammed behind him, and we were all left wondering.

While the rest of us sat in silence contemplating the fate of ‘the bleeder’, the ‘beast’ had other things on his mind.

“So, what’s your story then?” he asked, pointing at Harry.

“Story?” Harry replied.

“Yeah, what’s with the wheelchair? You one of them ‘fripples’?”

“Excuse me?”

Once again, I felt the need to interject. “I have to hand it to you... Sorry, didn’t catch your name?”

“Dick,” the ‘beast’ replied.

“How appropriate. Short for Richard, I assume?”

“Nope... Roger.”

“Dick is short for Roger?”

“No, numb nuts, my last name’s Whittington.”

“Ah, okay. I’m Tom, by the way. As I was saying, I have to hand it to you Dick, you certainly have a way with words... ‘Fripple’?”

“Yeah, fake cripple. You see ‘em all the time down at the benefits office. Scrounging bastards”

“Are you for real?” Harry interrupted in a much more measured way than Dick deserved.

“Hey, chill whatever your name is, just curious. Meant no offence.”

“It’s Harry, and none taken.”

This was the point our new friend Dick should have shut up or changed subjects, but it was becoming evident that wasn’t Dick’s style. He paused briefly, but clearly hadn’t finished with his line of questioning.

“So erm... You had the wheels long, like?”

Sarcastically, Harry said, “Had them since I broke my back five years ago, as it happens. I’d been looking at getting some, and then the collision with a tree made up my mind.”

“Five years? Jesus Christ, it’s takin’ a long time to heal innit? I broke two knuckles punching a wall once and they were right as rain in a couple of weeks.”

“Bloody NHS, eh? You pay thousands in taxes, and they still can’t find a cure for a broken back,” Harry said, not anticipating Dick’s response.

“I’m with you on that one, brother. The robbin’ friggin’ government screw ya’ for every penny you earn and then can’t even be arsed to put some effort into finding a cure for a broken back. Come the revolution, brother, me and you, Dick and... and...?”

“Harry,” Harry reminded him.

“Dick and Harry stood shoulder to shoulder—well, shoulder to hip in your case. We’ll fight ‘em on the beaches, we’ll fight ‘em on the streets and defeat imperialism and its running dogs,” Dick announced while stood to attention clutching his heart in a gesture of patriotism.

“Well said, Dick,” I said in a somewhat dismissive tone. “In the meantime, a nice cup of tea wouldn’t go amiss.”

“Wishful thinking,” said Harry, “I don’t think there’s a vasectomy clinic refreshment budget any more, it got cut.”

I smiled at Harry’s weak attempt at a joke, while Dick looked on confused.

* * *
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The minutes ticked by painfully slow. Dick had seemingly lost interest in Harry’s disability, well for the time being at least, and sat cursing his phone as he once again grappled with solitaire. Harry was engrossed in a book and had a wry smile on his face. For my part, I sat people-watching, wondering about the diverse stories and journeys that had converged in this space, all of us bound by a common thread of uncertainty and hope. 

Harry closed his book. “Anyone gone in yet?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” I said. “There’s another waiting room just down the corridor; I think they may be first.”

“You’d have thought they might have had a TV, even if it was only for infomercials,” Harry said. “Remind me to put a note in the suggestion box on the way out. Oh, well, back to ‘The Memoirs of a Eunuch.’ Not my book of choice, but the wife thought it was amusing under the circumstances.”

I smiled, slightly envious at his wife’s attention to detail. Just as I thought we’d returned to peace and tranquillity, Dick’s short attention span came to the fore as he slammed his phone down on the hard plastic seat to his right and said, “So, Harold.”

Without looking up, Harry corrected him: “It’s Harry.”

“Same bloke, different cat. What brings you ‘ere?”

“Sorry?”

“Don’t be sorry. I said, ‘what brings you ’ere?’”

Harry looked at me; I looked at Harry—I think just to make sure we were both confused by the question. “It’s a vasectomy clinic, Dick; the clue’s in the name.”

“Oh right, so you’re here for the snip as well. Excellent.”

“Why else would I be here?” Harry asked.

“Don’t know really,” Dick said, as you could see the cogs whirling around in his head trying to decide if the question had been as stupid as Harry was making out.

Harry wasn’t going to let him off that easily though. “Do you think I was just out for a stroll and saw a sign that said, ‘Vasectomy Clinic—short back and sides done while you wait,’ and I thought, hey, got nothing better to do, the wife’s at her sister’s, the match doesn’t kick off until three, why not pop in and get my gonads sliced and diced?”

Taking back control, Dick said, “Of course I didn’t think you were out for a stroll. I mean... well... you know... with your wangy legs and all, you’re not gonna stroll far, are you?”

“I think it was a figure of speech, my friend,” I said.

“Whatever. So, you married then, Henry?”

“It’s Harry, and yes I’m married.”

Dick seemed surprised. “Really?”

“Yeah really.”

Intrigued, I asked, “Why shouldn’t he be?”

“No reason, just thought with his problems it might’ve been hard to find someone if you know what I mean.”

“I don’t have any problems, thank you very much, and not that it’s any of your damn business, but I met my wife before my accident.”

It was as angry as I had seen my new friend since we met, but Dick was clearly oblivious.

“Ruddy ‘ell mate, wake up and smell the full English with a big mug of coffee. I’d say bein’ legless is a big friggin’ problem.”

“I have legs; they just don’t work like most people do and trust me, it’s more of a problem for people like you than it is for me.”

“Ok, H, don’t have a cow, just trying to be friendly.”

“God help us if you turn unfriendly,” I uttered under my breath to no one in particular.

Dick’s line of questioning killed the conversation, and I felt the need to try and take the tension out of the situation. “Any kids, Harry?”

“Yep. Four of the buggers.”

“Four?”

“Yep. All girls. Amy’s fourteen, Molly’s twelve, and I have twins, Lucy and Kate, who are three.”

“Rather you than me.”

“It’s a challenge. Why d’you think I’m here? Was hoping for a boy last time but it wasn’t to be, so decided to call it quits.”

If I hadn’t looked down at that point to check a message that had just pinged on my phone, Dick probably wouldn’t have taken advantage of my pregnant pause.

“So, you can still get it up then?” Dick said without a hint of shame.

“What?” Harry replied.

“You can still get the ‘Old Major’ to stand to attention?”

“Of course I can. Do you really think I’d be sat in a vasectomy clinic being insulted by the missing link if I couldn’t get it up?”

“How does that work then?”

“How does what work?”

“The whole baby making business.”

As Dick’s curiosity was firmly focussed on Harry, I again felt the need to step in. “Dick, my friend, the whole business of making babies is a very complex and miraculous process, a process that begins with a man and a woman and certain anatomical features.”

“Duh! I know how normal people make babies, I’m not stupid,” Dick said in a way that implied he felt insulted, “I was wondering how Harry made babies.”

“It may surprise you to know, Dick, but I make babies in exactly the same way normal guys make babies.”

“Look, I don’t wanna get personal and feel free to tell me to mind my own business...”

“Mind your own business,” Harry suggested, but to no avail.

“But I know when I’m gettin’ jiggy with a bit of skirt, me legs are an important part of the whole gig, if you know what I’m sayin’.”

“Well, whilst my days of leaping from the top of the wardrobe shouting ‘Geronimo’ are nothing more than a fond memory, I am more than capable of getting ‘jiggy’ with my wife in ways that keep us both perfectly satisfied thank you.”

“Ok, fair play to you Harry. The British bulldog spirit, I like it. You’re an inspiration to ‘spazzers’ around the world.”

“What did you just call him?” I snapped.

“Harry, why ain’t that his name?”

“No... I mean, yes, I’m talking about the other name you used.”

“You mean ‘spazzer’?” Dick replied.

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

“Oh shit. I’m sorry Harry, didn’t mean to upset you pal. It’s what me dad used to call ‘em.”

“Hang on, what about me?” I said.

“What about you?”

“Don’t I get an apology, I’m offended too?”

“Why are you offended, you’re not one?” Dick said, seemingly oblivious to the point I was trying to make.

“What’s that got to do with it? If I started talking about...” Dick wasn’t going to let me finish.

“Alright, alright, I’m sorry. Bloody ‘ell, fella, chill out, it’s not like I called your mother a ‘prossie’.”

Harry stepped in to ease the tension. “OK, boys, let’s just leave it there shall we, I’m sure it was just a slip of the tongue.”

“Sure, sure, just don’t want you to think I’ve got a problem with your kind, that’s all. I love all that parallel Olympic bollocks. Haven’t got a clue what’s goin’ on, but always good for a laugh. Much prefer it to ‘You’ve Been Framed.’ Shame it’s only on every four years, deserves a prime-time Saturday night slot if you ask me.”

* * *

[image: ]


At this point, I believe even Dick grasped that he’d pushed things too far, and he went oddly silent. Harry, on the other hand, got comfy with his book, and I found myself daydreaming about being anywhere else but here right now. For a moment, I even toyed with the idea of making a quick exit. Not just because I was seated next to Desperate Dan and all the drama that comes with it—but because doubts were creeping in about whether I’d truly thought through my decision to have a vasectomy.

My whole idea of having a heart-to-heart with Harry about my sudden confusion got totally wrecked when Doctor Knackersack dramatically appeared in the doorway of emergency room two. There he was, smug looking, sporting an unlit cigar in his mouth and throwing up the ‘V’ for victory sign like it was some sort of performance. He managed to turn the whole room into a gawking spectacle, except for Dick, who was busy wrestling with a packet of Murray Mints. The rest of us just stared, utterly bewildered by this strange character who seemed to think he was on a stage waiting for a standing ovation. When the applause didn’t materialise, he slouched his shoulders in exasperation. Then, in a last-ditch effort to get the attention he so desperately craved, he decided to address his captive audience.

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” he began, clearly oblivious to it being an all-male congregation, “I would just like to reassure you that the events of the last fifteen minutes are nothing to be alarmed about. Whilst I’m unable to go into any detail about a very serious and unfortunate incident involving one of our patients, I felt it important for your peace of mind that I inform you that the young man in question is very much alive and kicking with very little lasting damage. It was an extremely rare complication, so rare in fact that I struggled to find any useful information on Wikipedia to help guide me. Needless to say, my long and distinguished career served me well and I was able to save the young man’s life. Rest assured, I am very confident all your procedures today will go without a hitch and if for some reason there are some hitches, I’m only a Tannoy call away. Thank you for your attention and goodbye.”

With that he was gone, disappeared into thin air like some spectral being. No one spoke. Even the receptionist stood mouth wide open in what appeared to be a state of shock. Three guys wasted no time and bolted out of the building, while hushed murmurs started bubbling up among those left behind. Dick was still oblivious, having opened his Murray Mints he now appeared to be trying out origami with the sweet wrappers. Harry, for reasons best known to himself, was laughing and shaking his head and I was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

“That’s it, folks, I’m done,” I declared, with a touch of theatrical flair. “I ought to be kicking it back at Café Dansant, digging into some antipasti and sipping on a fine 2009 Château Lafite-Rothschild. But instead, here I am, half expecting the Baghdad Butcher to make a surprise cameo and pull a ‘gonad gone wrong’ stunt while Doctor Knackersack sits puffing on a King Edward cigar, plotting his near-death memoir for the Lancet’s front page.”

Harry turned and looked at me and started laughing even harder. “Deep breaths, Tom. Deep breaths; it’s all about risk and reward,” he tried to reassure me. “Forget the looney tune and his Winston Churchill dramatics. Truth is, the risks are so low you couldn’t even quantify them, but the rewards are many and remember you’re probably doing this as much for your wife as you are yourself. Think about that instead of overpriced red wine and overrated pretentious nibbles disguised under a cloak of Mediterranean mystique.”

As I was about to reply, the Tannoy crackled to life again. If this was another call for Doctor Knackersack, well that would make my decision for me. I’d give Harry a friendly handshake, wish him all the best, and summon my Uber without a second thought.

“Mr Gresham to consultation room six please,” it announced.

No one moved. Everyone remained rooted to their seats. The receptionist got up, and in a firm, kind of scary tone, she took over the Tannoy’s only purpose in life. “Hey there, folks! Listen up! We need Mr Gresham in consultation room six. Anyone seen him? Mr Gresham, time to head to room six.” Again a few seconds passed with no response before someone on the opposite side of the room shouted. “I think he might have done a runner, love; three of ‘em left after that nutter gave his speech.”

The receptionist plopped back into her chair and picked up a phone. Not a moment later, the Tannoy chimed in, demanding Mr Sullivan’s presence in room number six. A guy at the far end of the same bench I was parked on slowly rose and carefully shuffled off to meet his fate. Harry then spent the best part of ten minutes reassuring me that everything was going to be OK and, using tactics that included questioning my masculinity, convinced me to stay and see it through.

During all of this, Dick hadn’t bothered to pay any mind. He couldn’t care less if his life was hanging by a thread. It didn’t faze him one bit that his potential saviour, if things took a nosedive, was a certifiably eccentric quack with a Winston Churchill complex. In all honesty, it seemed like he couldn’t give a damn about anything except himself. So, it came as no shock when he just had to go ahead and initiate yet another chat with two folks who’d done a lousy job at signalling they wanted no part of his conversation.

“I’m sick of this, don’t they realise time’s money?” he announced.

Initially neither Harry nor I responded. I wasn’t sure if he had addressed the question to either of us or whether he was simply talking to himself or anyone that cared to listen. I didn’t have to wait long for my answer.

“Well, Tom, what d’you think?”

“What do I think about what Dick?”

“Do you think they realise time’s money?”

In a selfish act, I decided to indulge him, hoping that the banal conversation I was certain we were about to have would take my mind off my impending life threatening procedure.

“So, you work then?”

“What’s that supposed to mean, course I work,” he snapped.

“Wasn’t supposed to mean anything, just asked if you work.”

“I work bloody ‘ard pal. Twelve hours a day, six days a week.” 

“Doing what?” Harry said.

“I dig ‘oles.”

“Is that it?”

“Nope, then I fill ‘em in again,” he proudly announced.

“Grave digger?” It was the first thing that came to mind.

“No, ya’ daft sod. Utilities: gas, electric, that kind of stuff. I dig the ‘oles, someone puts stuff in ‘em and I fill ‘em in again.”

“Must be very rewarding.” I kind of tossed that one out there with a touch of sarcasm, though he didn’t quite catch it. 

“Yeah it is, to the tune of six ‘undred quid a week.”

“Bloody hell, six hundred quid for digging some holes?” Harry sounded surprised.

And in what might just be his best comeback so far, Dick said, “Like to see you dig ‘em.”

“That’s a fair point, Harry.”

“Yeah, point taken,” Harry conceded.

I couldn’t quite wrap my head around the fact that I was still in this conversation. To be honest, Old Dicky and his hole-digging gig didn’t really pique my interest. I can only guess I kept it going because, well, he was doing a pretty good job at keeping my mind off other things.

“How long have you been digging holes then, Dick?”

“Since I was kicked out of the young offenders institute... Must be ten years now.”

“I see... Live locally?”

“Yeah, just up the road on the Derwent.”

“Ah, the council estate,” I said.

“Yep, that’s the one.”

“Never thought of buying your own place?”

“Nah, why would I want to do that?”

“Good investment and you’re on good money,” I said realising I’d slipped into work mode and could see an opportunity to make a quick buck. “Might be able to help if you want me to look into it.”

Just as I was about to launch into a full on sales pitch and pull out one of my readily available mortgage information brochures, the Tannoy was at it again. “Mr Kumar to consultation room four please.”

“So, what do you say, Dicky, want me to make your home-owning dreams come true?” I persisted.

“Nah! Happy where I am rentin’ thanks. Besides, if I go buy somewhere, it might screw up me benefits.”

That one got Harry’s attention. “Benefits?”

“Yeah, me benefits. You know, housin’ benefit, job seekers, all that crap.”

Stating the obvious I said, “But you work.”

“And?”

“And benefits are for people who don’t earn six hundred quid a week, people who need a hand. The benefit system was designed to protect the vulnerable, to help prevent poverty,” Harry protested.

“What cloud cuckoo planet do you live on Harry? Let me tell you about the benefit system. The benefit system exists for a bunch of work-shy, lazy, idle, shiftless, inert Jeremy Kyle guests who haven’t done a hard day’s graft in their entire miserable lives. Out of my hard earned six ‘undred quid a week, the thieving self-serving pigs who call themselves politicians, steal two hundred quid under the guise of taxes to help fund the cheap cider drinking, hash smoking lives of these scumbags. Well, stuff that for a game of soldiers. Dick giveth and Dick taketh away again, it’s my damn money and one way or another I’m keepin’ every last penny of it.”

I was mildly impressed by Dick’s little speech. “Well, you’ve convinced me, Dick, ever thought of running for government?”

Harry on the other hand was clearly still irritated. “But what about the NHS, some of your taxes go to pay for that. Some of your taxes and mine and Tom’s are paying for you to be here today to have the snip?”

“Don’t make me laugh, they should be paying me for bein’ ‘ere.”

“And how do you work that one out then?” Harry asked.

“It ain’t pocket science, ‘arry...”

I half considered correcting Dick’s idiom but decided not to interrupt his flow. Old Dicky had momentarily become mildly interesting, so I allowed him to continue.

“I’ll bet you a pound to a pinch of Charlie that when you get down there in that operatin’ theatre, there’ll be some junior quack who don’t speak a word of the Queen’s and we’ll be part of his on the job trainin’ to become a qualified doctor. He wants to think himself damn lucky I ain’t sending him a bill for being his ruddy guinea pig.”

Harry thought for a moment, then seemed to mellow. “You know, Dick, you might be onto something there. It wouldn’t be surprising to have a novice doc finding their feet down in that theatre, but hey, if we’re helping him learn the ropes, maybe we can score some good karma for future check-ups.”

“I think I can honestly say, hand on heart, that I’ve never, ever met anyone with such an interesting take on life, Dick,” I said hoping he would take it as a compliment.

“Can’t disagree with you on that one Tom,” Harry said. “I take it you’re married then, Dick?”

“Married? Me? Give me a break.”

“Ah... The modern man. Live with your partner?” I asked. 

“Live with me dog, me snake and a budgie called Quasimodo.”

“Of course you do. Girlfriend?” 

“A few,” Dick replied.

“So, what brings you here then? I mean, why the snip?” 

“Sick of the child support.”

“The what?” Harry said.

“Child support. Scrounging Vicky Pollards crawling out of the woodwork claiming I’ve spawned a kid, and they want paying, as if spending the night with me ain’t payment enough.”

Harry and I took a moment to assimilate what Dick had just said before Harry asked: “How many kids are we talking about?”

“Payin’ for three, two pendin’.”

“Christ Dick, haven’t you heard of prophylactics?” 

“Course I ‘ave. It’s them Rangers supporters innit.”

“What?” said Harry.

“Not a football fan then Harry. Glasgow Celtic, that’s your Catholics, Glasgow Rangers that’s your prophylactics,” Dick replied in all seriousness.

“Protestants Dick, I’m talking prophylactics, as in French letter, cock sock, love glove, condoms.” 

“Ah! Those prophylactics. Yeah ‘course I’ve heard of ‘em, just sometimes in the heat of the moment you’re sorta... well sorta in before you know what ‘appened. Next thing you know, a letter drops through the door demanding money.”

“So, you’re getting a vasectomy to save money.” 

“Yep,” Dick replied without a hint of hesitation.

“How did your GP agree to that?” 

“I said if he didn’t tell ‘em I wasn’t married or in a relationship, I wouldn’t tell ‘em about his drug habit and whatdya know, here I am.”

“But what if you meet someone you want to spend the rest of your life with? What if you want kids.” 

“I’ve got kids, three of ‘em. I’ll borrow one for the weekend if I ever get the urge.”

“I give up,” said Harry exasperated.

Dick remained silent, seemingly content with his own rationale, seeing no necessity to elaborate on his decision. Frankly, he had no obligation to do so, for the matter wasn’t pertinent to either Harry or me. I’d only begun the conversation as a distraction, I didn’t give a toss why he was here. 

I rose to stretch my legs and meandered toward a modestly stocked magazine rack that clung precariously to a wall, relying on a solitary screw loosely anchored in the ageing, crumbling plaster. The meagre selection of magazines primarily focused on DIY and home improvement, so I snagged a copy of ‘Style at Home’ and eagerly settled back into my seat, my anticipation fuelled by the hope of discovering the elusive inspiration I needed for my man cave that had so far been nine years in the planning and no years in the creating. I thumbed through pages one to five quickly, as I couldn’t get excited about the science behind choosing paint colours. The section on ‘Right Tools for the Job’ briefly grabbed my attention. What man doesn’t love a power tool? But the article that stopped me in my tracks was ‘Baby Nurseries: 10 Tips for a Stylish and Functional Space.’ 

The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on me, and I couldn’t help but break into a smile, the first genuine one today. Well, in all fairness, there were a couple of moments earlier when Dick’s comical malapropisms managed to coax out a few half-hearted grins. I pushed the magazine under Harry’s nose, who was far more engrossed in his wife’s choice of book than I imagined he should be. Harry looked up at me puzzled, before I realised I’d shown him an advert for a Peloton Treadmill. I promptly turned the magazine over and waited for his reaction to the article that had so amused me.

“Planning a bit of DIY are you?” Harry asked in all sincerity.

“No,” I replied frustratedly, “it’s a DIY project for a baby’s nursery in a magazine in a vasectomy clinic. Get it?”

“Oh OK. Yeah, I get it now. Sorry, thought you were looking for a bit of advice.”

“Why would I need a nursery?”

“No idea. Thought maybe you already had a little one or maybe one on the way. Come to think of it, Dick and I have somehow been coaxed into revealing our innermost secrets, but you seem to have escaped interrogation. Care to share?”

“Trust me, Harry, my story is nowhere near as interesting as you guys: just a quick snip, snip, no kids and back to reality.”

“Married?”

“Been married eight years tomorrow actually.”

Dick awoke from his slumber. “Is this her anniversary pressie then?”

“Nope, she doesn’t know I’m here.”

“What?” Harry said.

“She doesn’t know I’m here; I haven’t told her.”

“Bloody hell, Tom, is that fair?” 

“No, not really.”

“But you both agree you don’t want kids?” Harry asked.

“On the contrary, she’d love children. That’s why I’m here; she’s come off the pill and thinks we’re trying to conceive.”

“That’s bang out of order mate. Not wanting children is one thing, not telling the wife is just deceitful.”

“Leave him alone, H. They’re his gonads; he’s free to do what he likes with ‘em.” 

“Well, I think his wife might take a different view, Dick.”

Harry’s comment was like a red rag to a bull and Old Dicky was quickly back on his soap box.

“It’s got nowt to do with his missus. If she was preggers and decided to get rid of the poor little bleeder, no one would give a stuff what Tom thought. When the boots on the other foot, out come all the tree huggin’, yoghurt knittin’, women’s libbers, screeching about women’s rights and how it’s a woman’s body and she can decide what to do with it. Poor old Tom here wants to ‘ave a couple of tubes cut and suddenly it’s not fair on his old girl. Equal rights my arse.”

Harry looked rattled. “OK! OK! Calm down. I just think it’s something he should have discussed with his wife, that’s all.”

As the instigator of this little skirmish, I felt it incumbent on me to try and take the heat out of the situation. “Come on guys, let’s not fall out. Look, here’s the deal OK. I’m not proud of what I’m doing but it’s complicated.”

“Too complicated to discuss with the wife, really?” Harry said.

“Yeah, really and a little bit sordid I guess.”

“Sounds juicy, should I order beer and pizza?” Dick offered.

“Basically, we were childhood sweethearts, drifted apart and met up again about ten years ago. One thing led to another and before you know it, we’re walking down the aisle.”

Dick sounded disappointed. “That’s not my kind of sordid mate.”

“It was just convenient. I don’t mean I don’t love her—of course I do—but it’s more of a brotherly, sisterly type love if you know what I mean.”

“That’s more like it, I’ve read about your type in me girlie mags.”

“Put it back in your pants, Dick, I’m not talking pervy incest stuff. It just wasn’t deep, lustful, passionate love. That’s reserved for guy called Jonathon.”

After a brief pause and then a sudden realisation Harry replied. “Oh... I see.”

Dick on the other hand wanted more. “Do what?” 

“I’m in love with a guy called Jonathon... I’m gay.” I said.

I had never witnessed such a behemoth of a man move with such remarkable swiftness. Dick catapulted himself out of his seat, causing the entire row of chairs to skid backward in his wake, almost smashing into a plate glass window that overlooked a sadly neglected ornamental fish-pond. He began pacing back and forth in front of me, intermittently pausing as though on the verge of speaking but then grappling with a loss for words. 

“What the bloody hell are you doing, Dick?” Harry said.

“I’m moving to another friggin’ seat, that’s what I’m doin’. I ain’t sittin’ next to that.”

“Don’t panic my friend, it’s not catching,” I tried to reassure him.

“Yeah, well that’s easy for you to say. I bet the murdering queen who killed Freddie Mercury told him it want catching and look what happened to ‘im.”

I’m talking about my sexuality Dick; you’re not going to catch ‘gayness’.”

“Too damn right I’m not, mate. Jesus, Tom, I could just about understand you doin’ the dirty with your sister, but a pillow biter? Gi’ me a break.”

Despite his threat to move seats, Dick didn’t move far. He scanned the waiting room briefly and then sat himself back down leaving just one empty seat between us. I wasn’t sure whether to take this as a gesture of acceptance or whether he secretly wanted to know more. Harry, on the other hand, took the opportunity to once more push Dick’s buttons. 

“I take it you don’t indulge in a bit of guy-on-guy action now and again then, Dick?”

And push his button it did. “Don’t think just because you’re in that chariot that I won’t land one on you, ‘arry,” Dick threatened.

“The guy’s gay Dick, it’s no biggie.”

“Well it might not be a ‘biggie’ to you, but I’ve got standards pal. It ain’t natural, it ain’t normal and it ain’t no way for a married man to be behavin’.”

As much as I didn’t like to admit it, Dicks last point was valid, and I didn’t really have an answer. On the other hand, I was under no obligation to answer. I’d been asked a question about why I was here, and I’d replied, maybe with a bit more detail than was absolutely necessary, but I’d replied. 

“I never thought ten minutes ago I’d be agreeing with anything Dick might have to say, Tom, but is that any way for a married man to behave? I mean, why get married if you’re gay, or didn’t you realise you were gay until you met whatever his name is?”

Now I found myself needing to justify my existence. “I’ve known since I was a kid Harry, but you just go into denial. Telling your mates you find them attractive when you’re fifteen wasn’t the done thing. I just thought I’d grow out of it, but of course I didn’t. Then I thought if I met a woman and got married, it would ‘cure’ me, but of course it didn’t. So now I find myself married to someone I can’t bring myself to hurt whilst denying myself real happiness with Jonathon.”

Dick was still struggling with the revelation. “A flamin’ turd burglar, unbelievable.”

Unless you’ve got something useful to say, Dick, why don’t you just shut up?” Harry said.

“But...”

“Enough.” Harry was as angry as I suspect Harry gets and for the first time today, Dick looked a little sheepish. “So where does the vasectomy fit in, Tom?”

“I couldn’t bring kids into the world knowing that at any moment my wife could find out and the kids would end up fatherless. Don’t think she’d be keen on letting me see them given the circumstances. So, I get the snip, she thinks we’re trying for a baby and life goes on,” was my lame attempt at an excuse.

“Well, I’d like to try and ease your guilt, Tom, but I think shit’s going to hit the fan. You seem a decent guy, but what you’re doing is just wrong.”

“I’m not looking for redemption. It’s a crap situation and it’s all my doing, but at the moment it’s the way it is and until I grow a bigger pair of balls, I’ll take the risk. Happy now?”

“Hey, it’s your life, bugger all to do with me,” Harry said, putting an end to the conversation.

The uncomfortable silence, a recurring presence from the moment we took our seats, descended once more. I can’t say I was unhappy, at least the heat was off me for the time being, so you can imagine my disappointment when Harry thought it necessary to awaken the beast.

“You’re unusually quiet, Dick.” 

“If I remember correctly, ‘arry, you told me to shut up,” Dick reminded him.

“I just meant stop being a dick, Dick.”

“I wasn’t bein’ a dick; I was just in shock, that’s all. I just didn’t have ‘im down as a sausage jockey.”

“I am still sat here in case you hadn’t noticed,” I said.

“So, when you say you’re gay, you really mean you’re bi... bat for both side like?” Dick said.

“Nope, I’m most definitely gay.”

“Listen Tommy, or should that be Tammy? Either way, listen. I don’t know much about your vile, disgusting lifestyle, but I know enough to know that if you’re still slipping the old girl one, then you obviously bat for both sides and in my normal, straight world, that makes you a bi-now-gay-later.”

It took some time for me to muster the determination needed to respond to Dick’s oversimplified perspective on life. I had learned long ago to steer clear of discussions involving politics and religion, and though I wasn’t entirely certain where my sexuality fitted within those categories, I strongly believed it had its place. However, I had the distinct impression that Dick wouldn’t be yielding anytime soon and was determined to persist, seemingly clinging to the hope that I might eventually see things from his perspective and forsake my ‘vile’ way of life.
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