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As a place to meet your friends for a drink, Jolly’s had only one thing going for it – it served drink.

There was no Jolly, of course. The place was run by a huge Corkman called Leonard, who was anything but. It might, with greater accuracy, have been called ‘Miserable’s’ or simply ‘Bastard’s’. It was dark, shabby, and always smelled vaguely of burnt toast. We could be found there two or three times a week, muttering sincere complaints and not moving. That’s the Irish for you.

It was a Friday night and it was the usual crowd – Stevie, Go-go, Norm, and me – talking the usual load of complete toss. I had begun to tune out, staring blankly at what later turned out to be Catherine’s ass. Well, I mean it later turned out that her name was Catherine. I recognised it as an ass straightaway, and a bloody good one. She was standing nearby with two other girls and a bloke, probably moaning about Leonard’s almost comic prices, or his gracious serving style (‘You. What?’) I idly assumed that the bloke was her boyfriend. She looked like the got-a-boyfriend type. And I hadn’t even seen her face properly yet.

‘You’re a jammy bastard,’ I remember Stevie saying, as I dragged my eyes away. ‘Jammy, jammy … bastard.’

‘Who is?’ I asked, although I could have guessed he was talking about Norm. If I passed a stranger on the street and they were talking about some jammy bastard, I would have assumed they were talking about Norm.

‘This gobshite,’ Stevie said, pointing his thumb in the predicted direction.

‘You’ve either got it or you haven’t,’ Norm said, smug as you like.

Go-go hooted and rolled his eyes. ‘If what you’ve got is it, then I’m glad I haven’t got it, and I hope I never get it,’ he said.

I had completely missed the start of this. ‘Remind me again what you’re on about?’ I asked.

‘Wednesday night,’ Stevie said, patiently. ‘I met Jammy here for a quick pint in town, and he fecked off with some nurse.’

‘She was a doctor,’ Norm interrupted. ‘Not a nurse.’

‘What was her name?’ Go-go asked.

‘Doctor something,’ Norm replied, not even trying to be funny. ‘Anyway, you should’ve seen this one. Stevie, what was she like?’

Stevie shrugged. ‘She was … very … attractive.’

There was a pause as we waited for him to elaborate. He didn’t, so Norm forged ahead.

‘Anyway, the interesting part of this story is not that I caught the eye of some stunning beauty in a pub and she felt drawn to me – you have to expect that. No, the interesting thing here is the way matters proceeded. Now. We’re getting on grand – do you come here often, I like your watch, I hate this song …’

‘Where were you at this stage?’ I asked Stevie.

‘I’d fucked off home,’ he said. ‘No point in hanging around.’

Norm nodded. ‘Once I get ’em talking, boys, I’m not coming back. You might as well get your coat and go.’

‘Well, it’s either that or you come back in such a stink that you’re not worth talking to. Either way, there’s no point staying.’

Norm ignored the slight and went on with the story. ‘So. We wind up back in her place – cup of coffee, I like your plants, where’d you get the beanbag, you know how it goes. Before long, we’re climbing all over each other. Things are progressing well, and then she starts to get all serious, you know, talking.’

‘Uggggh,’ mocked Go-go. ‘Talking.’

‘All about herself, of course, how men treat her like shit, how nobody can see past her looks, how they’re all after one thing. I told her it wasn’t true, we were after one of two things, but she never even laughed.’

The three of us tried to suppress smiles but couldn’t.

‘Yeah, I know, a fucking great line. She never even smiled. So on she goes about her intelligence, her sensitivity, her love of the outdoors, etc, etc, etc. I was getting really bored, and I still had one hand up the back of her shirt, which was starting to look a bit stupid, what with all the bloody talking going on. So I thought I better declare my intentions.’

‘And?’ I said.

He cleared his throat. ‘I told her that was all well and good, but personally speaking, and I was only speaking for myself here – I fancied the hole off her.’

We shook our heads in disdain.

‘Next thing you know,’ he continued, ‘she’s leading me by the hand off into her bedroom. Not a word out of her. Big smile, though. All pleased.’

‘I don’t get it,’ Go-go said.

‘Me neither,’ I added.

‘Well, listen, I’m not done yet. Later on, we’re lying there, and it’s driving me mad, I have to know. So I ask her. Why the big change of heart? One minute it’s all men are horny scum, then wham! – Basic Instinct. Just like that. And you know what she says?’

Shakes of the head all round.

‘She says she was “touched” when I told her I could see “beyond her body” to “the whole woman”.’

‘When did you say that?’ Stevie asked.

‘I didn’t. It turns out, right, it turns out when I said “I fancy the hole off you”, she thought I said “I fancy the whole of you”.’

He made a sweeping gesture to suggest wholeness. Our jaws dropped. There was a moment’s quiet as we all struggled to find the words. That was when a pale hand patted Norm on the shoulder. It was Catherine, or The Girl With The Ass, as I knew her then.

‘I couldn’t help but overhear your … conversation,’ she said in measured tones, ‘and I just wanted to let you know that you are the most pathetic bunch of wankers I have ever come across in my whole life.’

I know – I know – that Norm was going to make some joke about her ‘coming across’ him any time she liked, darlin’, but he didn’t get to speak. She was off on one.

‘Is this really how you talk about women? Buncha schoolboys. Buncha children. Your type makes me sick. Jesus Christ. What’s the matter with you? Frigging Loaded readers.’

Christ, was she mad. And heart-stoppingly pretty. Brilliant blue eyes and high cheekbones. Pale as a stone. Petite, but athletic-looking. It was like Claire Danes and Winona Ryder had a baby.

‘How do you think it makes a woman feel, having to listen to this sort of shite in a public place? You go out for a quiet drink, talk to your friends, have a laugh, and you get this.’

She was wearing a crisp white shirt, black trousers, and sturdy black boots. She looked … tough. She made her girlfriends, who were watching this exchange with puzzled faces, look frilly and semi-transparent.

‘It makes me want to puke. Wankers.’

Did I fall in love with her at first sight? Absolutely. But then she was the third girl I’d fallen in love with that day. Number two had been walking out of Jolly’s as we walked in.

‘Jesus. The nerve of you. The cheek. What, are you retarded or something? A wee bit special, are yiz?’

She blanched suddenly then and put her hand to
   her mouth. It had obviously just occurred to her that one or all of us might indeed be ‘special’. We were probably staring at her with dopey expressions, in all fairness, and Norm’s story hadn’t been a particularly edifying one. But even by our standards, this was not a proud moment. She backed away slightly, and for one brief second looked ready to cry. If we’d all kept quiet, just shut it for ten seconds, she might have turned, grabbed her mates, and left. We would have become a terrible memory for her, the unfortunate simpletons she insulted one night in a horrible pub. ‘I didn’t know!’ she would have told her friends, in tears of shame. ‘I thought they were normal! I DIDN’T KNOW!’

That might have happened, but it didn’t. Instead, Norm fixed her with a beady eye and declared, at considerable volume, ‘Lesbians! You’re all the bloody same.’

Well, she broke his nose. She threw herself across the table, spilling pints everywhere, and introduced her tiny fist to Norm’s substantial nose with a gut-skewering sound that I can only describe as a ‘crick’. One day someone is going to ask me if I know what nose cartilage sounds like when it suddenly leaves its natural home in the centre of a person’s face for a new life underneath their right eye. ‘Why, yes,’ I will say. ‘It goes crick.’ Norm went spinning off his chair, blood and snot already gushing, as the rest of us jumped to our feet and … well, and nothing actually. We just jumped to our feet. Any kind of fighting would have been pretty much virgin territory to us. Fighting with a girl was brand-new material. Catherine – or The Girl With The Ass Who Broke Norm’s Nose, as I now knew her – appeared quite stunned. Looking at her with something approaching awe, I mistook this for remorse. When she clapped her hands together and squealed with delight, I realised that it was in fact pride. Her friends had crowded around now, patting her on the shoulders and eyeing us with contempt. The solitary bloke among them marched up to me, presumably because I was the smallest, and poked me in the chest with his index finger.

‘What the hell’s going on?’ he demanded, spraying me with saliva. ‘What did you do to her?’

He was of average build, not much bigger than me in fact, but there’s no doubt that he could have beaten me senseless if he’d wanted. I can say that with confidence because just about anyone can beat me senseless. The Girl With The Ass Who Broke Norm’s Nose could have killed me stone dead.

‘I didn’t do anything to her!’ I protested, adopting the classic arms-spread ‘Who? Me?’ pose that professional footballers often assume after they’ve kicked someone’s kneecap off. ‘We were having a quiet chat and she attacked us!’

This was foolish, on mature reflection, as it opened the door for her side of the story.

‘Talking!’ she howled, in mock horror, or maybe even real horror. ‘Is that what you call it? Tricking poor defenceless women into bed with lies and then laughing about it behind their backs? You call that talking?’

Her friends, who clearly hadn’t overheard us themselves, gasped and looked faint.

‘It wasn’t a lie!’ cried Stevie, as if that helped. ‘He did fancy the hole off her!’

Leonard appeared among us then, muttering long-suffering Break-it-ups. There was nothing to break up really, but everyone took a symbolic step backwards to form a small circle. Norm had made it back up onto his chair by now and was staring at the ceiling moaning almost inaudibly about assault charges.

‘Out, all of you,’ Leonard said, in a muted tone that suggested we could buy a drink first if we wanted to.

Since all any of us wanted was a swift end to the whole incident, there were no dissenting voices. The girl and her entourage sloped away quietly, still giving us the evil eye, and headed for the main door. They resisted the temptation to hurl further abuse as they left, which was something, I suppose. There were only a dozen or so other people in the place, and up until that point, they’d been holding their collective breath. Now that it was clear that there wasn’t going to be real trouble, they seized the opportunity to laugh their arses off. Snatching ruefully at our jackets and staring hard at the floor, we made our way to the side exit.

Once outside, we stood around conducting a brief post-mortem. Though none of us would admit it, the real purpose of this pause was to avoid bumping into the other lot on the street. Looking at our feet, with an occasional nervous glance down the alley, we agreed that we had been treated harshly, not least by Leonard, who surely knew us by now. It would be a long time before we set foot in Jolly’s again, we vowed. The viciousness of the actual blow was also discussed. Worthy of a man, Stevie observed – a man who had really practised his punching-people-on-the-nose technique. There was wincing and some sympathetic murmuring as we took turns to examine Norm’s ruined hooter. When a few minutes had passed, and we were sure the coast was clear, we sloped out of the alley onto the street and split up, Go-go gamely offering to accompany Norm to casualty. As I turned to go, I distinctly heard Norm remarking that his attacker had at least one redeeming feature.

‘Some ass on her though, eh?’ he said.
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Looking for a flat in Dublin is a scarring experience, like attending a war, or a Christian Brothers school. I had five different places in my first eighteen months here, each one like something out of Hieronymus Bosch, only colder and damper, with less pleasant characters.

And the landlords … oh, the landlords. After a few days of it, you start to hate yourself because you own a perfectly good kitchen knife, yet still you let them live. ‘Compact,’ they nod, spreading their arms in some shit-brown little box and almost touching opposing walls. ‘Convenient,’ they wink, as the roar of passing traffic shakes the stolen Jameson ashtray from the three-and-a-half-legged coffee table. ‘Furnished,’ they boast, patting the ripped cushion on the ripped couch, shiny with age and lumpen with use. ‘Frank and Benny are very happy here,’ they conclude, gesturing to the dribbling middle-aged civil servants who could be your new flatmates. Frank and Benny invariably look like famous serial killers. They’d be happy anywhere without bars. (True story: when Fred West was arrested I sat bolt upright in my armchair and told the TV, ‘Christ! I nearly moved into a flat in Ranelagh with that bastard!’) You look at the landlord despairingly and think, I’m going to have to murder you now. But you don’t say that. You say: ‘I’m going to have to think about it.’ Because, God help you, this might be the best place you see.

These are my excuses, anyway, for how I came to live at 23C Grosvenor Gardens. I had just been through three weeks of flat-hunting hell, enduring the wind and the rain, the barefaced lies told in the evening paper, the tedious trudging around, the absurd asking prices, the endless queues of Goths and hippies that somehow always got there before me (they have a network of some kind, I’m convinced). I had flicked fizzing light-switches, turned rusty taps, and patted profoundly springless beds until I could flick, turn, and pat no more. My feet felt like raw mince. My brain felt like cooked mince. I was vulnerable, and could smell defeat in the air.

The ad in the paper cheerily described 23C as a ‘Neat flatlet with all cons’. Praying that the word ‘mod’ had been left out accidentally, I dragged myself through the drizzle one more time. It turned out, surprise, surprise, to be a badly furnished bedsit that received almost no natural light and was apparently decorated in some sort of belated tribute to nineteenth-century Poland. Still, it was actually quite a large room and was ‘self-contained’, a misleadingly upbeat phrase meaning that it had a shower and a loo of its own in a sort of alcove. What’s more, the balding, sweating figure who showed me round (by spinning three hundred and sixty degrees on the ball of one foot and saying, ‘Well, lad, here she is’) didn’t seem too objectionable. That is, he didn’t appear to be actively evil, although he was a landlord and so had only a nodding relationship with the concepts of honesty and fairness. He was called Mal and I was given to understand that he had at least a dozen or so houses in his grimy empire, each divided into God knew how many flatlets. Best of all, there were no Franks and Bennys to contend with. As my search had gone on – and on and on – I had come around to the idea of living alone, even though this would mean the shame and ignominy of bedsitterdom. (A one-bedroom flat? Very funny. Not without a kidney sale – in a good market.) Twenty-three C was the third one I had seen and, though it still amazes me to this day, easily the best of them. Both of the others had smelled of things long dead, and the shared bathroom facilities were to be found a long way down draughty halls. One of them didn’t even have a sink of its own. Still, the idea persisted, and even began to sound appealing. Living alone, I would at least be in sole control of my domestic affairs, and could work harder than ever on the screenplay which would soon propel me to fortune and/or fame. Anyway, when 23C proved itself to be habitable, if not ideal, I gave in.

The best thing about living alone, to my mind, is the sense of sanctuary. In times of crisis, you know you’ve got somewhere where you can have total peace to lick your wounds (or plot bloody revenge, as appropriate), without constant interruption from annoying housemates arguing about toilet roll or some such. The night of Norm’s nasal misfortune should have been a case in point. I should have been able to go home, switch on the box, crack open a beer, and relax, safe in the knowledge that I was out of everyone’s reach. But I had reckoned without the telephone, an invention I’m still not completely sold on. There was a Post-it note clinging precariously to ours.

JOE, it shouted. YOU’RE MOTHER PHONED. SHE WANT’S YOU TO CALL HOME URGENTLEY!!!!

Jesus H. Tapdancing Christ, I thought. What now? The note had obviously been written by my downstairs neighbour Julie, who lived in the flat beside the communal payphone, and was its slave. I padded over to hers and knocked on the door. Moving with her customary speed, she struggled over to the door and cracked it open before barely two minutes had elapsed. As ever, the woody smell of hash accompanied her appearance between door and frame.

‘It’s yourself,’ she pointed out, with a small smile. Julie liked me, I knew, probably because I could be relied on for Jaffa Cakes when the munchies struck. And the munchies struck Julie a lot. She was about thirty-five, I guessed, but it was hard to tell. Permanently dressed in leggings and a baggy jumper, Julie was not altogether unattractive, but so shockingly unhealthy-looking that all you could think of was getting her to sit down and take some soup or something. She looked a lot like how I imagine Celine Dion might look if she spent most of her time watching TV in the dark completely off her gourd. When I first moved in I had spent some time in her tiny flat – which although small was an actual flat, with no ‘-let’ suffix – smoking and drinking and generally chewing whatever fat there was to be chewed. I gathered that Julie had been a teacher at one point, but she was so offhand about it that I thought it unwise to press the issue. There had evidently been a falling-out between herself and the Department of Education. Although we never argued and actually got on very well, I eventually stopped calling, mainly out of a vague sense of guilt. Julie was bright and sharp, when she wanted to be, and I somehow felt that my visits were contributing to her ongoing effort to simply sit out her life, as if it was a dance she couldn’t do.

‘Yup, it’s me,’ I confirmed, as she peered at me with bleary eyes. ‘I saw your note.’

Julie blinked at me.

‘Phone call?’ I ventured. ‘My mother?’

She snapped her fingers, or rather tried to and missed. ‘Right, right. Yeah. That’s right. You had a phone call.’

‘I know. The note said it was urgent. Did it sound serious?’

She chewed on a fingernail and tried to dredge up some memory of this distant event. ‘Yes,’ she eventually said, with disturbing confidence. ‘It sounded serious.’

I was shocked. The word ‘urgentley’ hadn’t really impressed me all that much.

‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘Actual serious, or, y’know, mother serious?’

This was asking a lot of Julie. She was really baked, even by her own very high standards (pun intended), and I was secretly impressed that she’d been able to write a note at all, never mind spell a good proportion of the words correctly. It would be an impressive achievement if she was able to distinguish between my mother’s many phone voices.

‘Mmmm. Uh. Mother serious, I would have to conclude.’

I relaxed slightly. The Dog was probably dead again. That is, our latest dog was probably dead. We went through dogs like nobody’s business. ‘OK. I’ll give them a call. Thanks, Julie.’

‘Nooooo problem.’ She attempted a wink, not once but twice, and eventually had to settle for a simple blink.

As always, I felt a sudden urge to ask her if she was eating any actual food these days. Just as predictably, I also wanted to ask her how the hell she could afford all the drink and drugs on no obvious income whatsoever. Both urges passed in an instant, and I turned away.

I’ve probably been overly harsh about my flatlet. It did have one good point, in that it made me feel like an accomplished interior decorator. All I had to do was throw out Mal’s shockingly ugly purple and black stripy curtains and hey presto, Homes and Gardens. Well, not quite, but the improvement was immediate and dramatic. The main problem, naturally, was space. When I first moved in, I spent a couple of happy days arranging and rearranging the few bits of furniture so that, finally, the table where I ate my baked bean sandwiches was as far away as possible from the two-ring mini-cooker where I fashioned them. Similarly, the narrow single bed was pushed to the diagonally opposite corner, remote from both cooker and table. The few clothes I possessed were crammed into a highly unstable wardrobe which, I was certain, would one day topple over and kill me as I tried to find a shirt. I also had a tiny portable TV perched on a stool by the ‘bathroom’. A two-seater couch sat awkwardly against the back wall in a manner that reminded me uncomfortably of a dentist’s waiting room. The most important item of furniture, a modest desk, was placed below the only window, whose sill was home to a crap portable stereo. The desk strained and creaked under an ancient Apple Mac and a ridiculously noisy printer, both of which wobbled precariously when I moved about. My plan had been to create a sense of space where there was none. In reality, it looked as if the room had been spun around so violently that centrifugal force had stuck everything to the walls, leaving a central plain of threadbare orange carpet upon which I paced endlessly.

Dropping my bag and coat, I went over to the kitchen – that is, the bit of the room that had horrible lino instead of horrible carpet – and raided the jam jar where I kept phone change. Frowning and sighing, I grabbed two fifty-pence pieces and a few twenties. But then a little voice in my head said ‘urgentley’ and I fished out the same amount again.

Although it was nearly eleven o’clock when I dialled my mother’s number, the phone was snatched up on the second ring.

‘Joseph?’ she said by way of greeting.

‘Mum,’ I smiled, or rather grimaced. ‘What’s up?’

‘Joseph, I thought you’d never call. I’ve been waiting by the phone since six o’clock. If it’s not one thing, it’s another. Trouble, trouble, trouble, that’s all I get.’

I waited for her to get to the point.

‘Trouble, trouble, trouble,’ she said again.

‘What is it?’

‘It’s your sister. I don’t know where to put myself. Merciful Jesus, your father would turn in his grave.’

She’s pregnant, I thought.

‘She’s pregnant,’ said my mother.

There was a pause as I considered a reply. Despite my good guess, this was quite a shock. ‘Fuck me,’ I said eventually.

Brief silence on the line.

‘Well, thank God I was able to reach you,’ she sniffed. ‘Where would we all be without you? I was at sixes and sevens to know what to do. But you’ve cleared it all up for me. “Eff you.” Never a truer word spoken. Thank you, Joseph, for those wise words.’

My mother, I should mention, is given to sarcasm in moments of stress. I struggled to think of a better line.

‘When is it due?’ I tried. The practical approach.

‘End of May,’ she replied. ‘Just in time for your father’s anniversary mass.’

I could hear a rustle as she made the sign of the cross. ‘Is she upset?’

‘That one! Upset? Are you joking? Do you know how she broke the news to me? “Mum,” she says, and not a bother on her, “Mum, I’m going to have a baby in May.”’

To my ears, that sounded like a perfectly reasonable statement of fact.

‘Mmmm,’ I said, trying to sound sympathetic, but unable to come up with a sympathetic sentence.

‘Well, Holy God but you’re a cool customer, Joseph. “Eff you” and “Mmmm”. Is that all you have to say? Do you not even care who the father is?’

In fact, it hadn’t even occurred to me to wonder.

‘Who?’ I whispered, suddenly concerned.

‘Brendan Feeny,’ she announced with as much scorn as she could muster. Which was a lot.

‘Don’t know him,’ I muttered.

‘Well, how would you? You’re never here. I’ll tell you this much – he hasn’t even had the manners to come and introduce himself to me. Look at us, Joseph. Shamed before the whole town. Your father would tu—’

‘Is Deirdre there?’ I interrupted. ‘Maybe I should have a word.’

‘Huh! She’s asleep. Sleeping like a lamb. And her poor mother down here on her own, worried sick, with no one to turn to …’

At last, she started to cry. I burped a quiet Guinness burp and looked solemnly at my feet. What a sensational start to the weekend. Viciously attacked in the pub, and now this, a fresh domestic catastrophe in a family that had recently cornered the market in calamity. As the sobs reached a crescendo, I grimly concluded that there was nothing for it. I would have to Go Home.
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Going Home was something I tried to avoid in the normal course of events. Quite apart from anything else, it involved a three-hour bus journey along roads that, in places, appeared to have been recently carpet bombed. It also meant spending time in the waking nightmare that is Busáras, Dublin’s eye-poppingly ugly central bus station which, to the virgin eye, resembles nothing so much as the set of Taxi Driver.

Busáras reaches a peak of unpleasantness every Friday evening when it seems that everyone in Dublin tries to leave at the same time through the same orifice. At least I was spared that extra misery on this occasion, opting for the eleven thirty Saturday morning service. Or rather, I opted for the bus that went at eleven thirty on average, but actually left any time between eleven fifteen and eleven forty-five, depending on the whim of the bus gods (to whom, of course, we are but playthings). There was an earlier departure, but I was trying to minimise my time at home – within reason. Arriving any later than early afternoon would send all the wrong signals. You had to watch your signals in my house.

There were quite a few people around that morning, squinting at the departures board with expressions of doubt, or sprinting frantically across the sticky floor when – a Busáras favourite, this – some bloke in an official-looking cap announced that their bus would now be leaving from a completely different gate to the one he had directed them to ten minutes earlier. I bought a ticket and sat down in the least grimy chair I could find close to my gate (or what was currently being called my gate). Assuming that those around me were going my way, I began to worry about which one of them I would end up sitting beside. Of all the many, many things that annoyed me about Going Home on the bus, the one that really got my dogs yapping was the sheer inevitability of my getting saddled with the least desirable seat-mate available. Over time, I had tried any number of strategies to avoid this difficulty, but to no avail. My first idea had been to jockey for position with an enthusiasm that bordered on violence, in the hopes of being on board first and getting a seat all to myself. There were a number of problems with this theory. For one thing, buses are a favourite mode of transport for the elderly and it just looks bad when you elbow one of them in the face as she shuffles gamely towards the door. More than once, I had to suffer filthy stares the whole way home, having neatly shunted some pensioner aside when the bus pulled in. And it plain old didn’t work in any case. Even if I did get on early and nab a seat to myself, there were always too many passengers to allow me to keep it. So not only did I mark myself out as a selfish thug, I still had to share with whatever societal reject came sloping down the aisle with his egg-and-onion sandwiches.

I soon gave up trying to get on first, and experimented with a different formula – hanging around until the bus was nearly full. The rationale was simple. When the bus was nearly full, I certainly wouldn’t get a seat to myself, but at least I’d get to pick my seat-mate. Again, the scheme was a dramatic failure. I had foolishly assumed that there would always be a reasonable pool to choose from. This wasn’t true. It wasn’t even nearly true. Time after time, I climbed on the bus with fingers crossed, hoping that the only reasonable-looking girl in the queue had intimidated everyone else and was, even now, hoping she wouldn’t have to sit alone for the whole trip. In reality, the only free seats were invariably located next to bulbous dermatology cases who were distinguishable only inasmuch as some of them sweated more than others. Worse still, when I chose my seat-mate myself, I had only myself to blame. After two hours and four lengthy anecdotes about the peace a man feels while fishing, I’d be punching myself on the thigh, convinced that I had managed to choose the worst of a bad lot.

So it was with some dread that I surveyed the current crop, discarding couples from my calculations on the grounds that they would be sitting together and posed no threat to my happiness. To my relief, there were quite a few of them, cooing and feeding each other boiled sweets or staring morosely into space, depending on the state of their relationship. Among them was a pair of lanky teenagers, who were in some discomfort because they had each refused to remove their hand from the other’s back pocket before sitting down. For maximum contrast, they were seated beside a middle-aged man and woman who had clearly spent too much time waiting in bus stations together. She had some shopping bags arranged around her feet and periodically rummaged through them, apparently looking for nothing in particular. Meanwhile, he stared at the back of his hands as though they were a strange new life form. With mounting optimism, I realised that almost everyone there was with someone or other. And, unless I was mistaken, there weren’t enough passengers to fill a whole bus. It was looking good, and when the bus finally pulled in (at 11.42 a.m., by the way) I held back, letting everyone else climb aboard first. I was almost last to get on and – what rapture! – found that I had several options. Foolishly thinking that this unpleasant trip had gotten off to a remarkably good start, I slid into a seat towards the back and tried to make myself comfortable. The driver was just giving the engine a final gunning in preparation for blast-off, when someone outside slapped the side of the bus vigorously. A late arrival. I tensed slightly, but reassured myself that there were still several free seats. The doors swished open and an elderly female voice came whistling down the aisle.

‘Oh, thank you,’ it said, ‘I thought I’d missed you.’

The driver got out of his seat and offered a helping hand to the new passenger.

‘Come on now, I’m not that old,’ said the voice. ‘I’m grand, sit yourself down.’

The driver did as he was told, and the new arrival hauled herself up and in. I froze. It was a nun. A withered, pocket-sized nun. My mortal enemy! The worst of all possible seat-mates! I glanced around like a trapped animal. She wouldn’t, surely, come all the way down the bus past several seats that she could have all to herself, just to spite me? My eyes widened in horror as she hobbled along the aisle, saying hello to literally everyone, individually. She moved like Tarzan through the vines, her bony hands gripping one headrest after another. At every moment she looked certain to fall, but still she kept coming. My skin crawled as I saw her go past one free seat, then another, then another. Frantically, I started trying to give off nutter vibes, twitching and rolling my eyes. But it was hopeless. She continued her relentless progress, and when I accidentally caught her eye I knew the game was up.

‘Are you keeping this for anyone?’ she inquired, with a toothy smile.

I couldn’t pretend that I was, but considered pointing out that she could have a whole seat to herself not six feet away. ‘It … I …’

‘Good,’ she said, and lowered herself in. ‘Me feet’s killing me.’

To explain my panic at being cornered by a nun, I would have to describe the depth of my feelings about religion. And I find that I can’t. It’s a problem that has plagued me for some time. I used to try to engage God-fearing associates in debate on the topic, but eventually gave it up because I invariably lost. Again and again I found myself backing down against people who said shatteringly stupid things like ‘Go on then, prove there’s no God.’ I would become so tongue-tied, so utterly dumbstruck with incredulity and indignation, that I lost by default. So I don’t even try any more, even though I am home to a contempt that is essentially bottomless. And by extension, I find true believers … unpalatable. Nuns, especially, give me the shivers. Some people get all freaked out by clowns. With me, it’s nuns. A nun, as far as I’m concerned, is a grown woman who not only believes in Santa Claus, but wants to be an elf. The prospect of a three-hour lecture from one of them filled me with a terrible creeping dread. I never even considered the possibility that she might not feel like lecturing. She was a nun, I figured, and could no more pass on the chance to lecture a ‘young person’ than, say, Norm could pass on free beer. As the bus pulled out of the station and immediately ground to a halt in the Saturday shopping traffic, I retreated as far as I could into the corner, squeezing myself up against the window. Cursing my lack of a Walkman, I took out a book and glared at it, hoping for the same sort of effect a cat produces when it arches its back. But she attacked before we were out of the city centre.

‘Not a bad day, thank God,’ she said.

I didn’t look up, but managed a ‘Hmmph’. She’s going to tell me about how God made the sunbeams, I thought.

‘Are you going far?’

‘Yes.’

‘Me too. All the way, in fact.’

I stiffened.

‘Do you like travelling by bus?’ she ventured.

‘No.’

‘Oh, I love it, you get to meet people, don’t you?’

‘Hmmph.’

‘It’s more social, isn’t it?’

‘Hmmph.’

‘And it’s not uncomfortable.’ She bounced on her seat to confirm this. ‘Why don’t you like it?’

I sighed and turned to face her, radiating bad temper. ‘It takes too long,’ I hissed.

‘But sure, what’s the hurry? One day you’ll be an old fogey like me and everything will take time. A long time, for some things.’

I made no reply and she seemed to get the hint. Exhaling softly, she folded her hands in front of her, closed her eyes, and fell asleep. And that was how we sat, for almost an hour. This ancient, fragile nun napping quietly while I periodically cast dagger looks in her direction, certain that she would begin speaking in tongues, or worse, at any moment. But she remained so still and silent that I actually began to forget about her, and started worrying in earnest about the scene awaiting me down the road. There would be tears for sure. And shouting. I had had enough tears and shouting in the past two years to last me a lifetime, yet here was a fresh batch. Stevie was fond of saying that the light at the end of the tunnel was usually an approaching train, and I knew what he meant. I was feeling profoundly sorry for myself – a familiar experience – and was having difficulty thinking of anything positive that I might be able to contribute. Then, apparently at some unseen signal, my companion sat up straight and rubbed her wrists vigorously. It was as if someone had suddenly flicked her switch to ‘On’.

‘I nearly fell asleep there,’ she said, winking at me.

I raised an eyebrow. For the past few minutes she’d been making gentle snuffling noises that I feared might turn to fully fledged snores.

‘Would you like a bit of Toblerone?’ she inquired.

I shook my head. ‘No thanks.’

She reached into her small bag and rummaged around. ‘I think I will. I like a bit of chocolate.’ Grunting with the effort, she broke a bit off and popped it in her mouth. ‘Ik very tuk.’

‘Sorry?’

She chewed for all she was worth and swallowed. ‘I say, it’s very tough, the old Toblerone.’

I really had nothing to say on the subject. ‘Right.’

‘You’re having a bit of read, then?’ she asked.

In fact, I wasn’t. I’d been having a bit of a fret. But I thought it was my best chance of avoiding conversation and started studying the book again. ‘That’s correct,’ I sniffed.

‘I think I’ll join you.’

For one horrible moment, I thought she meant she was going to start reading my book too, but she dived into her bag again and drew out a paperback.

At last, I thought. Peace. And that was when everything took a turn for the strange. Almost as soon as she had found her page, she began to giggle. Her shoulders bobbed up and down and the book wobbled in her hands.

‘Hoo hoo,’ she tittered. ‘Heee. Heh heh.’

I shifted in my seat, and tried to ignore her.

‘Ha,’ she nodded to herself. ‘Hoooo, dear me.’

I actually tutted. I’m not proud of it. I tutted.

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she said, resting a wrinkled hand on my forearm. ‘Am I disturbing you? I’m sorry. But this is very funny. I can’t help myself.’

She turned the book’s cover towards me. It was The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy.

I looked at her, then at the book, then at her. A few seconds ticked by before I spoke. She looked me right in the eye, challenging me to say something.

‘It’s not a very … nun-like … choice,’ I said.

She peered at the cover, clearly pleased with herself. ‘Oh? What makes you say that?’

I was on uncertain ground here. It was as if a fundamental law of the universe had been repealed. I wouldn’t have been any more shocked if gravity had suddenly been nullified and we were having this conversation in mid-air. ‘Well … it’s … it’s …’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s funny.’

She slapped her thigh and began another giggling fit. ‘Are the poor nuns not allowed to have a laugh?’ she asked me.

I was suddenly very embarrassed. What was my point? ‘No, it’s not that, it’s just … it’s just that I don’t associate nuns with humour. At all. In any shape or form.’

She winked again and patted my arm again. ‘You weren’t educated in a convent were you?’

I had to smile. ‘Close. I had the priests.’

‘You “had the priests”? The way other people have lice?’

Another smile from me. What the hell was this? A funny nun? ‘I think I’d have preferred lice, thanks.’

She executed a mock wince. ‘How come?’

I was still sure that she was working up to some sort of lecture, but found myself starting to babble. ‘Don’t get me started. Look, no offence, but I’m not religious. Well, that’s an understatement. I’m as far away from religious as you can get. I hate it. I absolutely hate it. It’s pathetic, as far as I’m concerned, completely pathetic. It’s beyond me how intelligent people can go along with it. Lies from top to bottom. Lies and scare-mongering. Stories for scaring children. There’s more—’

‘I get the picture,’ she interrupted. I blushed, and felt foolish. ‘“No offence”, you said. Why do you think I’d be offended?’

‘Well, because … you obviously are religious. You’re a nun. Last time I checked, they were only taking religious people.’

We were both giggling now.

‘It doesn’t mean I expect everybody else to be. I used to, of course. But now I really couldn’t care less. So what do you call yourself?’

‘Joe,’ I said, wondering if this familiarity made me vulnerable in some way.

‘Eh, right. My name’s Frances, but that’s not what I meant. Do you call yourself agnostic, or what?’

More blushing. ‘Oh. No. Atheist. Well, pantheist, technically, but … never mind.’

Sister Frances held up the crucifix that she wore around her neck and pointed it towards me. ‘Back! Back!’ she cried.

I laughed, and seriously considered the possibility that she might be a normal old woman on her way to a fancy dress party. Feeling emboldened, I decided to set the record straight. ‘Look, er, Sister Frances,’ I said, ‘I won’t try to convert you if you don’t try to convert me.’

She smiled and nodded. ‘I’ll just pray for you,’ she said.

‘And I’ll think for both of us,’ I replied, the standard put-down.

There was a moment’s silence. I thought she had taken offence, but then she nodded and returned to her book. The giggling began again almost immediately.

Asking advice from strangers has always been a dangerous trait of mine. I gave up psychology at the end of my first year in college on the say-so of a taxi driver. So it isn’t too strange that I pounced on Sister Frances. It was par for my particular course.

‘Sister Frances?’ I said in a voice not my own.

‘Hmmm?’

‘Can I ask you something?’

She closed her book and gave me her full attention immediately. ‘The answer is “no”,’ she said. ‘I don’t miss sex. You can’t miss what you never had.’

This time I blushed from the soles of my feet. ‘No, no, it’s not that,’ I croaked. ‘It’s a … personal matter.’

‘Oops,’ she said, but didn’t blush herself. ‘I thought sex was all young people cared about. Especially atheist young people.’

I knew she was ribbing me, and let it slide.

‘Well … eh, Sister Frances, it’s—’

‘Hold it,’ she interrupted. ‘You nearly choke every time you have to say “Sister”. Call me Frances.’

‘Well, Frances,’ I went on, ‘I’m going back to my mother’s house to … to what, I don’t really know. I’m supposed to … help, I think. There’s been a sort of a – a crisis.’

She nodded. ‘Your father’s dead, then?’ she asked.

‘What? I mean … what?’

‘I’m not wrong, am I?’

On top of everything else, she was a closet Miss Marple, it seemed. ‘Well, yeah, he is. How do you know?’

‘You said you were going to your “mother’s house”. A peculiar phrase, that. And you’re “supposed to help”. You sound like someone with unwanted family responsibility to me.’

I nodded slowly.

‘And people’s fathers die all the time, you know,’ she concluded. ‘It’s quite obvious, really.’

‘Well … yes. He died about two years ago.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

I never knew what to say when people said that. What were they sorry about? It wasn’t their fault, any more than it was mine. If it was anyone’s fault, it was God’s. And he didn’t even have the decency to exist.

‘Yeah. Cheers,’ I muttered. ‘The thing is, it hasn’t been easy for my mother … it’s been very difficult, in fact. For her. And now, there’s something new for her to worry about.’
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