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      Maeve Higgins studied photography in college and worked in a clothes shop until 2004. Then, one magical March evening, she
         discovered her dream life as a stand-up comedian. Since then she has written and performed various shows for comedy festivals
         all around the world. Maeve starred in RTÉ’s Naked Camera and went on to make her own comedy series with her sister Lilly called Fancy Vittles, which was a cult hit. She lives in Dublin and has part ownership of a very gentle Alsatian. We Have a Good Time … Don’t We? is her first book.
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      There’s no shame in it: my secrets

      
      Do you have curly hair, or what? I can’t figure it out.
      

      
      I do. I have curly hair. I have a side fringe. A full fringe apparently makes my face look round. And nobody likes a round
         face. I keep telling babies that, but they insist on having full, sunny circles as faces and that’s their prerogative. The
         ideal face shape is oblong. Anyway, I keep my side fringe dead straight. I never allow it to spring into its natural curls,
         as that makes me look like a woman waiting for her cousin-husband at a monster truck rally.
      

      
      How do you get so many great guys?

      
      I stand very close to them – uncomfortably close. When they finish talking, I laugh for a really long time while maintaining
         eye contact. That is like catnip to them.
      

      
      What is your least appealing trait?

      
      I get xenophobic and racist when I’m jet-lagged. I watch TV and think about how fat Americans are and what terrible soldiers
         Italians make. I get in a taxi and assume the Chinese driver doesn’t know the way. I tell my English friend to keep her voice down: that it’s oppressive. When my melatonin rights itself, I’m straight back to my right-on self.
      

      
      Who is your favourite sister? They all seem great – is it hard to choose? You have to.
      

      
      This question, along with my financial situation, keeps me up at night. When we are all back home, I scrutinise my sisters
         one by one and in various combinations, but it’s just too hard to pick a winner. I think maybe it’s because I’m the best one,
         but I feel bad saying that!
      

      
      What exactly is your financial situation?

      
      Let’s just say somebody has to get her career going, or else get married, very, very soon.
      

      
      Who’s Marjorie?

      
      Marjorie is a mole on my foot, which my sister Daisy is afraid of.

      
      Why are you nice to people you don’t like?

      
      Because I am scared of people not liking me, you dummy! Just joking – you’re not a dummy. Your top is lovely.

      
      In the bathroom, why do you sometimes run the tap but not actually wash your hands? If you don’t need to wash your hands,
            there’s no need to pretend to, surely? Do you want people who may be listening outside the door to think you have, is that
            it?

      
      If I’ve put on my good hand cream earlier and have only done a piddle, I don’t see why I should … Hang on! Who are you, and how do you know all of this stuff?
      

      
      I am your mother.
      

      
      MAMMY! You got me.



   

      
      
      She likes human food, particularly butter

      
      In her book Down Came the Rain, Brooke Shields writes movingly of having postnatal depression so badly that she imagines her baby sliding down a wall. I
         have to admit, I’ve imagined the same thing happening to my cat, Little Edie. I love her, but she really pushes my buttons.
         She is haughty and naughty, and basically moved next door last year. She just drops in through the cat flap every now and
         then, scares the dogs and has a bite to eat. She likes human food, particularly butter. I keep it in the fridge, not by choice,
         but because she’s not tall enough or strong enough to open the fridge door yet. Once, I forgot, and left the butter on the
         counter top. When I came downstairs that afternoon, only half of it remained, licked smooth and misshapen, like a Dali clock.
         As I held the butter dish, bereft, I felt someone watching me. I looked out the window to my neighbour’s garden. There was
         Little Edie, staring in at me. I opened the window and called her an asshole. I couldn’t help it. She turned her head away
         slowly, in an incredibly controlled way – like I do when I’m caught staring at someone attractive.
      

      
      In my darkest moments, I fear that she doesn’t even like me. I got her from the shelter four years ago, as company for my main cat, Michael. He was a knockout: big and white and fluffy and clumsy. I’d cuddle him a lot, sometimes so hard, it
         surprised him and he would kind of wheeze. Hush now, baby, I’d whisper to him, I didn’t know how much I loved you either. Despite my affection, Michael had itchy feet, and was forever darting out of my arms and escaping through windows. I thought
         he would settle down if he had a friend, but two months after I brought Little Edie home, he ran away for good. I look for
         him still, scanning crowds hopefully, like a war widow who never got a body.
      

      
      After Michael left, Little Edie and I soon realised we didn’t have much in common. I suppose she figured out that she was
         the spare cat, and because of the difficult start we had, we never bonded properly. Four years later, she still hates physical
         contact. I asked the vet if cats sometimes scratched as a form of play. He shook his head slowly as I showed him my forearms,
         covered in claw marks.
      

      
      One day, in desperation, I Googled Is my cat happy? The internet told me that if a cat stares at you you then slowly opens and closes their eyes, that’s their way of saying
         I love you and I’m here for you. You can return the favour and open and close your eyes slowly if you want, to boost your cat’s self-esteem. Little Edie
         does stare at me, almost constantly, but rarely slow-blinks. In fact, she has a chilling propensity for unbroken eye contact.
         She seeks it out even when using her litter tray. I believe she holds on until she’s locked eyes with a person. It’s disconcerting
         for visitors.
      

      
      Unnerving as she is, I really miss her when she’s not around. When she lived with me full time, she would follow me from room
         to room, silently judging my actions. It was like having a little physical manifestation of my conscience. I regularly felt the need to justify myself. Come on … it’s normal to spend the early hours of the morning making a mood-board of images of my head on the bodies of former
            members of Destiny’s Child, I’d hear myself say, and, Don’t look so disgusted, Little Edie, the dentist said you’re supposed to smell the dental floss – it’s how you tell whether
            or not you’ve got gum disease.
      

      
      In August of last year, my neighbour Mrs Douglas began feeding her. Mrs Douglas would ring a bell, one of those little bells
         you give an invalid trapped upstairs. Little Edie would wake up, stretch and bound out of the cat flap and in through Mrs
         Douglas’s kitchen window. I monitored the situation for a few months, not saying anything to either of them, until I realised
         Little Edie hadn’t spent a night at home in over two weeks.
      

      
      Mrs Douglas is in her eighties. She lives alone and deserves mad props for that. I want to live alone one day too, but considering
         I still need somebody to tell me what to wear for meetings and when it’s time for bed, I don’t think I’m ready just yet. Every
         few weeks, Mrs Douglas and I meet up for tea in a café on our street. We avoid discussing the elephant in the room, which
         is my cat in her house. We talk about food instead. She says she likes plain food, like toast and potatoes. I say I like plain
         food too, but also fussy food like trifle. Mrs Douglas usually gets a scone and doesn’t like the fact that I don’t. Without
         fail, she offers me half of hers. I’ve told her a thousand times that I’m gluten intolerant, but old people generally don’t
         believe that. Once she said, in a voice more raised than either of us expected: Oh come on, Maeve, eat it for your Granny! After that, we were both quiet for ages.
      

      
      The only time we address the fact that she’s stolen my cat is when we both happen to be in our gardens at the same time. We
         have had a number of passive-aggressive exchanges about the situation, across the hedge, while Mrs Douglas rubs the cat with
         her cane and Little Edie rolls around, thrilled with herself.
      

      
      I say: Oh. There’s my cat! Wow. I guess she won’t come home because you’re feeding her that jelly stuff, even though the vet told
            me not to feed her that, because it’s like McDonald’s for cats – momentarily delicious but nutritionally pointless.
      

      
      Mrs Douglas replies: But she really enjoys it and the poor little thing is always so hungry! And I don’t mind the expense. She’s gas altogether,
            always sitting on my lap. As soon as I sit down, she’s up on my lap like a shot.
      

      
      I glare at the cat, who glares back at me, and I say: Oh, she’s a real lap cat. I don’t know what I’d do without her – she’s like my hot-water bottle. That would be true, if I owned a hot-water bottle and it actively disliked me.
      

      
      To be entirely honest, it’s quite nice to see them together. Mrs Douglas hangs out the washing while Little Edie studies her
         intently. She puts out her rubbish into the back garden – the cat watches, fascinated. I’m worried Little Edie has imprinted
         on Mrs Douglas permanently, though, like the wolf boy everybody fancies from Twilight. That would mean I’ve lost her, and I can’t afford to lose a second cat. It would be proof that I’m bad at being an adult.
      

      
      I began a campaign to win her back. I combed through Dublin city’s finest jewellers in search of a little bell of my own to entice her back to my house. Turns out, jewellers don’t sell bells, but a number of them assured me that they do engrave
         them. I resorted to buying a crystal tumbler and dinging it out the window, with a silver spoon. And it worked. It sounds
         like a bell and I feel like a duchess doing it, but most importantly, it makes Little Edie come as far as the cat flap and
         sniff around. I have a bowl of the cheapest jellied cat food on the market, waiting to tempt her inside, and that’s working
         too. She pads over to the bowl and eats in that biting way cats have. When she’s finished, she looks into my hopeful eyes
         for a long moment. I close them slowly and open them just in time to see her walking away, into the dusk.
      



   

      
      
      They’re just poppers, don’t worry

      
      In the 1980s, it was difficult to find building work in Ireland, so my father went to London to work. We children were preoccupied
         with thoughts of how lonely he must be over there. We wondered what he would eat and if people were pushing into him on the
         trains. He came home most weekends, and left on Monday mornings. Massive doom filled the house on Sunday nights. One child
         would start whimpering at the thought of him leaving, and quite quickly all hell would break loose, until my mother banned
         us from crying over him.
      

      
      Instead, we invented a unique ritual for saying goodbye to him. On Monday mornings, whenever we heard a plane flying overhead,
         we would run out to the garden and hold up silver pots and pans, angling them against the light to create what we hoped were
         glinting goodbye kisses to one airborne David Higgins.
      

      
      This seems implausibly adorable, so much so that, when I began to write about it here, I was worried I invented this memory,
         and phoned my mother to verify its accuracy. Trying to get hold of my mother on her mobile phone is almost impossible. The
         process mystifies her too much. I’ve watched her hold the phone as it rings out, wondering what to do. She does return calls on it, but only when it’s impossible for her
         to talk.
      

      
      Like in this case, when she called me back a few hours later and yelled down the phone: Maeve, is that you? I’m down on the strand with the dogs and I can’t hear you over the waves! I’ll try you later on. She put her phone into her pocket without hanging up.
      

      
      That evening, she phoned again. I said Hi!, and she breathed: Sshh. I’m at the community centre for a talk on beekeeping, but I can sort of whisper – I’m near the back … Then nothing. I assumed she’d dropped her phone into some honey.
      

      
      I didn’t hear from her until the following afternoon, and this time there were sounds of screaming and gunshots in the background.
         Listen, I can’t really talk, the party has literally just started – there are fifteen kids here and they’re all off their
            heads …
      

      
      It was my youngest foster sister’s birthday party that afternoon. My mother was attempting to sound harried, but the children’s
         party business is right up her alley – she’s like a grizzled old boxer going up against a sparky rookie. It will always be
         tough for a few rounds, but her experience and tenacity as a fighter will outshine the youngster’s wild swings and ensure
         her victory every time.
      

      
      I really have to go – they’re climbing on the fridge!

      
      OK, OK – but what’s that noise? Does someone have a gun?

      
      They’re just poppers, don’t worry … I tell her not to call them ‘poppers’, but she’s gone, to dole out jelly and ice cream to a new batch of seven-year-olds.
      

      
      
      Three days later, I get her in the relative quietness of the kitchen. I ask her if she can corroborate my memory of us children
         leaping around the garden, with saucepans aloft. She said yes, that we did that most Monday mornings for the best part of
         a year, and that the smaller ones among us would just hold up lids. She said we would quiz our father on the phone at night-time,
         asking him if the other passengers were jealous – worried we’d distracted the pilot. Daddy would assure us that seeing our
         signals made his trip much easier, because he knew we were thinking of him. Of course, he never saw us. Nobody ever saw us
         tiny, desperate lunatics except our mother, watching from the kitchen window, with a heart close to breaking.
      



   

      
      
      A regular, human girl

      
      Here’s a cheap old stand-up comedy trick I’m going to let you in on. To guarantee a laugh, say something self-deprecating,
         then follow it up by talking about how you can’t believe you’re still single. Here are some examples … Female comedian: So, I was bleaching my moustache and crying last night, then I remembered I had half an Easter egg under my bed, and I decided
            not to kill myself after all. Can you believe I’m still single?

      
      Male comedian: So, I’ve watched so much porn in hotel rooms around the English-speaking world, I once went three days without seeing a human
            face – just genitals 24/7! I don’t know why I’m still single.
      

      
      I could tell you lots of reasons why I’m single in a funny way, but I want to tell you the truth. Look at me. No, really,
         let me tilt your chin up and stare into your eyes. Stop squirming, I won’t let you wriggle away until you’ve ‘heard my truth’.
         Here it is. I am single because, as a robot, I have no heart and am incapable of love. Psyche! I am a regular human girl and
         I know that I will eventually require some form of lifetime-buddy system.
      

      
      
      When there’s a man in my life, I’ve always struggled with what to refer to him as. Even ‘the man in my life’ sounds stupid,
         I think. There’s plenty of men in my life – my previous dentist was male, my brother is male, the list just goes on and on
         … I don’t like the term ‘partner’, because it sounds like a business merger. ‘The One’ leaves me cold. Which One? One of those
         Ones? That One? Like all immature adults, I find the term ‘lover’ too hilarious to use. To say I’m ‘seeing someone’ makes
         it seem like a waking dream. Can anybody else see this guy? I’m definitely seeing someone – he’s right over there, in the
         rocking chair. Even the classic ‘boyfriend’ sounds a little adolescent. And I recently discovered that ‘my old man’ actually
         means my father.
      

      
      The propinquity effect often leads us to hook up with someone who’s knocking around our locality. I think about how my parents
         met – they grew up four miles away from each other. Also, they look chillingly alike. I have said too much.
      

      
      Anyway, I have analysed my routines, and here are the men I see regularly each week. There are three of them:

      
      My best friend, Ian. He is the best, but he is like a sister to me. So it would be weird to choose him romantically over my
         other sisters, especially considering how much prettier than him they all are. No offence to him.
      

      
      My trainer, Seán. He is also the best but, technically, I do pay him to spend time with me. I don’t think that’s a healthy
         foundation for a romantic relationship. We’ve all seen Pretty Woman.
      

      
      My neighbour (I don’t know his name). He wears a flat cap, not in a hipster way. He has a scraggly dog that barks at other dogs. Often tells the dog to quiet the fuck down, in a good-humoured way – the dog ignores him. He looks about sixty, and after living on the same street as me for almost
         four years, he’s only just begun returning my hellos. We may run out of time.
      

      
      Actually, there’s a possible fourth candidate that you should know about. The handsomest man in Ireland works in a café by
         my old office. The management put him behind the coffee bar by the window: a highly visible spot – they’re no fools. Me and
         every other woman meanders by his spot real slow, taking it all in. He’s always up to something. One day he’s concentrating
         on a latte; the next he is polishing glasses. You just never know with him. Looking in the window to catch a glimpse of him
         became such a part of my daily routine that once I accidentally waved at him. He looked sort of hunted but did wave back,
         in a noncommittal way. I like him because he’s handsome, punctual and has a cool bike. However, he does look kind of mournful
         and self-involved. I used to be into that but now, not so much. He’s going to lose me if he’s not careful.
      

      
      I guess, for now, I’m a player, and you know what that means. I’ll just keep playin’. The game is all I know – don’t take it personally, Babe. See? I can’t even remember your name, that’s how irresistible a mix
            of haughty and insecure I am!

      
      If I do decide to get married to this barista, one thing is certain. I am absolutely not having a hen weekend. He can have a stag party if he wants (I get the feeling that he wouldn’t; however, as I have yet to
         speak to him, I can’t be 100 per cent certain), but there’s no chance you’ll find me wearing a garter and an L-plate, surrounded by reluctant acquaintances who have been invited on the grounds that they are
         hard drinkers and female.
      

      
      I get nervous when men and women are segregated. It has historically scary undertones and nowadays only happens in terrible
         places, like prison, or on the game show Take Me Out. When my friend Cassie got engaged, she swore she would have nothing like a conventional wedding. Her exact words were: No bloody priest, no shitty kitchen party and absolutely no fucking hen! As night follows day, she folded. Before I knew it, I found myself sitting on the train to Kilkenny with a bottle of WKD
         in my hand. I joined the hen party for the second night only, which is just about acceptable, socially.
      

      
      I should have come clean and said it wasn’t my thing. I should have been honest and just taken Cassie out to lunch another
         time, but I went along obediently. I went out of a sense of duty and a loyalty to tradition that I feel when it comes to my
         oldest friends. I think it must be similar to how liberal-minded British people feel about the royal family. They strike out
         alone, and complain about how unchanging and constricting the Windsors are, then a big public occasion comes along and they
         find themselves cutting the crusts off sandwiches and welling up when they hear the national anthem.
      

      
      Even girls who were mean to me in school still have some kind of wicked hold on me. I watch myself around those ones, amazed
         at how quickly I revert to being a cowed teenager. The last hen party I had been on with them was four years previously, in
         Lisbon. We arrived in the middle of a city-wide sardine festival. Strung all around, there were washing lines of sardines, in various stages of desiccation. Lisbon, from what I could glimpse behind the rows of silvery fish, was pretty
         and hilly. I didn’t care, because I was terrified.
      

      
      I’m afraid of fish, see? I fainted the last time I went to an aquarium. I can’t bear to look at them and dread the idea of
         touching them. You know how, when you’re a small child, you can scare yourself rigid by pretending there’s a clown or a paedophile
         under the bed? Well, I can achieve the same terrified ecstasy tonight, simply by getting under the covers and imagining that
         if I move my toe even an inch to the right, it will brush off a carp.
      

      
      Now, allow me to lie on your couch and tell you where I think it all began. As you know, I’m from Cobh, which is an island.
         Fish were my neighbours for a long time, and I wasn’t always scared of them. I used to pick them up and everything. Sometime
         around September, mackerel lose their tiny minds and fling themselves onto the strand. You don’t even have to fish for them
         – you just saunter around and collect them. They jump out of the water because they want to have sex real bad. They want to
         dance with somebody; they want to feel the HEAT with somebody. With somebody who loves them. I was more than happy, back then,
         to fill buckets full of struggling fish. But all of that changed when my brother arrived home one day with a particularly
         athletic goldfish.
      

      
      This guy could travel great distances, and jump and soar – right out of his tank and across the floor. We had to get a special
         lid for him. It was my turn to clean the tank one Saturday morning and the second I removed the lid, he sailed across the
         room and slam-dunked himself into the wastepaper basket. He rustled around in the papers and sweet wrappers, and I searched and searched but couldn’t find him. I tipped the bin out and he flipped across the floor and
         under the bed. He just kept running away from me. It freaked me out so badly that I hid in the wardrobe and called my mother.
         She was playing her Paul Robeson record super-loud in the kitchen, so didn’t hear me. After about six minutes, the fish hurled
         himself against the wardrobe door and I had to come out. He glared at me and I shakily put him back in his tank. Ever since
         then, I’ve been scared of him and all his cousins.
      

      
      That’s one of the reasons why I wasn’t excited to be on a hen weekend in Lisbon during the goddamn Festas da Cidade. Although even the scariest sardines were not as threatening as some of the girls on the hen. I still think about this one
         incident that played out in the hotel room when we were getting ready to go out. One girl said: I know it’s bad, but I had to take a photo of this heifer on the beach today – look at the size of her and she’s in a BIKINI! She passed the phone around. There was a lady in a navy-blue bikini with a shiny black ponytail, standing on the sand, one
         hand on her hip, talking to a little boy – he was smiling and holding a rag. I think it was one of those comfort blankets,
         or the remnants of one. Most of the girls weren’t too responsive. Margo said: Jesus wept – but she says that about everything. Sharon was the angriest. She studied the photo for ages, and said: And she’s absolutely delighted with herself – fucking GROSS! Then she went back to sucking in her face, to better dust the jutting-out parts with bronzing powder.
      

      
      Of course, there was nothing gross about the photo except the photographer. That’s a good line, and one that I failed to say on the day. To register my disapproval, I chose the old chestnut of just going quiet for a moment. Remaining silent was
         as brave a statement as I could muster. Bam! A regular Joan of Arc, that’s me.
      

      
      So, that was Lisbon. You’d have a better time there, I’m sure. Go! Go and sit in the large, cold halls they have there, tiled
         in blue and white and staffed by short men in dicky bows serving custard tarts and custard tarts alone. The minimum order
         is a half dozen, honestly, and they arrive at your table warm and dusted with cinnamon. Knock yourself out. As long as you’re
         not afraid of fish and you actually like your friends, you’ll have a ball.
      

      
      Now we were all set for a new adventure in Kilkenny. What better way to kick off the afternoon than attending a cocktail-making
         lesson? Alternative activities mentioned during the organising stages were salsa dancing or having spa treatments. Of all
         the activities in the world, those were our options, lined up in a series of e-mails that got more passive-aggressive as the
         weekend neared.
      

      


         Hi Hens!

         Only a month away, so we need to decide on cocktails/salsa/facials – let me know your pref by 5 p.m. today. Can’t wait! We
            must have a great wkend for Cass, it’s about her not us, so I know you’re all busy but get back to me ASAP!!
         

         Xxxxx Chief BM

      



      
      This was followed a day later by:

      
      
      

         OK, Chickies, those of you who haven’t transferred into my bank account, you HAVE to give me the money for the hotel the minute
            you arrive – so there’s no confusion.
         

         Xxxxx Chief BM

      



      
      My ‘pref’ was facials, because I wanted to say to the beauty therapist, as a little joke at the end: I’m not paying you for the treatment, I’m paying you to leave. I love getting massages, but I find it hard to relax during them because of this recurring thought I have. I worry that
         because I have no skills or qualification, I may very well end up becoming a television presenter. It wouldn’t be the worst
         thing in the world, unless I end up becoming one who gets a massage on TV all the time. Of all the tragic jobs available in
         television today, I will be very disappointed if I have to wrap up an item on a studio-based daytime TV show by fake-shooing
         away the camera saying: Now, off you go – I’m trying to relax! I will know then that I failed to make the most of my one go-round on this earth. My disappointment won’t show, because there
         will more than likely be a producer there, forcing me to ‘keep it showbiz’. So I’ll smile blissfully, cover my deadened eyes
         with cucumber slices and sigh, as the camera pans away.
      

      
      So I wasn’t too cut up about it when the rest of the women on the hen chose cocktail lessons over the spa. There are lots
         of things that annoy me about spas (said the Little Duchess, tapping her plump fingertips together). I don’t like candles
         lighting in the daytime. I don’t like lying on a wooden deckchair indoors. I don’t like being in a dressing gown and reading about celebrities. I don’t find it relaxing when a lady breathes into my ear: You have lovely skin. I can only truly relax by listening to a radio documentary and chewing on a plaque-disclosing tablet, then brushing my teeth
         until I draw blood. I guess I’m just a very sensuous woman.
      

      
      I was also glad to avoid salsa lessons, as I hate anything foreign. Just clowning, dog! Sure aren’t I forever in the ethnic
         food aisle of my local Dunnes Stores, buying up the enchilada kits? Truthfully, I’m too clumsy for any type of dance that
         is not highly individualistic. I bop my knees off things and regularly bang my head. I often have the type of bruises Radiohead
         sing about: ominous ones, that don’t heal. I currently have an intense bruise striped right across my thigh, which looks thrillingly
         like a sexy-time injury. It actually happened when I fell over my bike, trying to get to my sister’s phone to read her new
         text message before she got to it. It wasn’t immediately painful – before it hit me, I had time to shout:I bet it’s only Mammy anyway. Like many middle-class dopes, I think black eyes and scars and serious bruises are kind of impressive. I want to show loads
         of people my bruise, but in order to do so, I have to pull my jeans down. Apparently that is not cool – at least according
         to the tram inspector. I’ll tell him what’s not cool: being an uptight frigid old relic, that’s what! Get a real job, on an
         actual train, why don’t you?
      

      
      Are you embarrassed for me because I call my mother ‘Mammy’? I know it sounds babyish. But I don’t think I can switch to calling
         her by her actual name, just because I’m thirty. So I remain, like a modern-day Shirley Temple, stuck with a little-girl voice
         and ringlets, bleating at my sister for all eternity: I bet it’s only Mammy anyway.
      

      
      
      Back to the cocktail-making, which took place in a large conference room on the top floor of a four-star hotel. I suppose
         that’s all the room is being used for during the recession, because business people don’t have anything to meet up and chat
         about. Two paper plates of Doritos, thirty women and six bottles of vodka. The surly barman did a head count and said that
         there were four people missing, so we’d have to make up the price. It was an extra €1.80 each, and he said he required payment
         before the lesson commenced. There was much searching through clutch bags, looking for change. Then the chief bridesmaid said
         that the bride shouldn’t have to pay. The barman recalculated, and it was more like €2.15 each, so more searching and coin-counting
         ensued. It sure was an awkward start to an already uncomfortable gathering. Hen parties are tricky social events, because
         they consist of a group of people with not enough in common thrown together for too long. Often all they share with each other
         is a hatred of drinking through penis-shaped straws and a connection to the bride to be, who’s too busy looking after her
         hammered future mother-in-law to actually talk to any of them.
      

      
      OK, first up we have ‘Sex on the Beach’ or ‘Sand in your Bottom’, as some people call it.
      

      
      With that happy sentiment muttered by the already bored barman, we were off! There was a workman at the far end of the room
         for the entire duration of the lesson, tinkering with sockets. I found him unconvincing and assumed he was the stripper. Nobody
         acknowledged his presence, so that confirmed it for me. The chief bridesmaid went around to us all individually and whispered
         that we had to get Cassie absolutely locked before the stripper, and I mean plastered.
      

      
      
      I looked over at the stripper: he was doing some grouting and had quite a lot of emulsion in his hair and eyebrows. I asked
         the chief bridesmaid when he was going to start dancing. I had to point him out three times before she saw him – the man wearing
         the high-visibility vest, inside the conference room, puttying away onto the wall. She told me that he wasn’t the stripper,
         that she didn’t know who he was, and that we would have to move on to a pub by 8 p.m., to await our sweet Prince there. I
         realised then that the schedule left no room for dinner. I ran to my room and ordered room service. Beef. I would need my
         strength.
      

      
      Don’t get me wrong, there were some great ladies there too, of course. Early on, I even met a new girl. An unexpected ally!
         I knew as soon as I set eyes on her, and she said she liked my nails. I had painted them a flesh colour that made it look
         like I had never-ending fingers – extremely unflattering but very alluring, I thought. And so did she! She had worked with
         Cassie in Ben & Jerry’s one summer, where she ran the flavour graveyard – she decided which flavours to resurrect. Also, she
         self-identified as a feminist. Dream lady! Be my friend? And she was, briefly.
      

      
      Unfortunately for our burgeoning relationship, she decided to deal with the whole hen party business by drinking herself into
         a state that made it all seem faraway and therefore more tolerable. We said our goodbyes, as she drifted off. Physically,
         she remained close by, but after the first hour of hard liquor, she was not really there anymore. The last I saw of her, she
         was carrying out her dare, which was to fake an orgasm in the middle of the pub. I didn’t blame her for leaving me. At a hen
         party, it’s every man for himself. My own coping mechanism involved nipping out to phone one sister every hour, and furtively eating peanut M&Ms from my handbag.
      

      
      The first clue that the stripper was on his way was that the barman in the pub started to cover all the smoke alarms with
         latex gloves. I asked him what he was doing, and he said that he had to cover them – that if he didn’t, then the stripper’s
         smoke machine would set them off. The fact that we were upstairs in a pokey old bar with no working smoke alarms made me feel
         anxious, until a thought struck me and I was calm again … A fire, although terrible, would surely end the night.
      

      
      There had been excitement among the girls when the chief bridesmaid said the stripper sounded foreign on the phone. The general
         consensus was that a Polish stripper would be ideal, because they work out. Even Sharon – who had earlier refused to get into
         a taxi because a black man was driving it – agreed with that. I started to make a list of races that were acceptable to her,
         in order to trace her logic later.
      

      
      The music suddenly ramped up and a short, stocky fireman raced up the steps. For a second I panicked, and regretted wishing
         for a fire – but I quickly realised this wasn’t a real fireman, because he had no vest on. I thought the stripper would do
         a dance, and then slowly strip off. I was kind of imagining that type of dance you do when you’re messing around and drying
         yourself off after a swim in the sea. But it was nothing like that. He didn’t dance, or do an ironic striptease: he just quickly
         yanked off his plastic fireman’s jacket, whipped down his tracksuit bottoms and stood before us in white sports socks, white
         runners and a peach-coloured thong. It was confronting, let me tell you.
      

      
      
      He wasn’t in great shape, physically. This offended some of the girls, who, in thirty seconds, went from screaming with excitement
         to yelling things like Gross! and He’s disgusting! and He’s not even Polish! I don’t know where he was from, but he looked South American and had a Spanish accent. He really horrified Sharon who, as
         she took a photo, called out: Yock, you look like a fucking monkey.
      

      
      The whole thing lasted about four minutes. It was especially centred on Cassie. He hauled her up on a barstool and, basically,
         mounted her. The girls circled around, screaming again. Cassie looked unhappy but managed a few smiles and waves from behind
         his thrusting bottom. As it continued, she began pushing him away, saying things like No, no and Please stop! I thought I saw tears in her eyes, but everyone was laughing and filming it on their phones, so we were actually having a
         great time – right? I had a sudden urge to phone the police. I talked myself down. Could I actually turn myself in for paying
         a stranger to assault my friend? I sat there, struck dumb once again.
      

      
      It ended quite suddenly. The volume of the music was lowered and the stripper asked if anyone else wanted to dance or feel
         his quads. The girls shoved one of the older ladies towards him and he ground into her for a moment, but everyone quickly
         lost interest. He got back into his plastic fireman’s uniform and sprinted away, clutching his €300. I checked the time. It
         was only 9.30 p.m.
      



   

      
      
      Imagine what is happening where you are not

      
      I’m not a very intrepid traveller. In my chosen profession as an adults’ entertainer (always cheeky – never blue), I work exclusively
         in English-speaking countries. I am anxious about how little of the world I’ve seen. Globetrotters sense this insecurity,
         the way a dog senses fear. Or walkies. When I have the misfortune of encountering such people, they take one sniff and proceed
         to quiz me mercilessly: So, Maeve, have you travelled much?

      
      I try and come up with a good answer, but I can’t focus. I can’t shut out the sound of their ethnic bracelets jangling around
         and around: Um, yes, sort of – like, I’ve been to America.
      

      
      Central America?

      
      No, just … normal America. It was good – amazing people, so friendly: it really is the land of smiles.
      

      
      Oh, right. Did you make it to Alaska? I camped under the Northern Lights in minus twenty degrees: it was incredible, blew
            my mind to smithereens. Almost lost my fingers.
      

      
      Then I’ll reply: No, I didn’t make it up there, actually. I did go on a really long train trip in New Zealand once, though, and it was so nice. They had this amazing chicken curry in the dining carriage …
      

      
      Was it Goan?

      
      What? Where?

      
      I mean the curry – you haven’t lived until you’ve eaten Goan curry. Before I could say I had in fact eaten Goan curry at a music festival once, and therefore have in fact, lived, they’ll add:
         In Goa.
      

      
      These bores (that I’m envious of) can be stopped quickly enough by you holding your finger up to their lips and saying: You know, I have travelled too. I have travelled all over, my friend … in my mind.
      

      
      Then take your finger away and walk out of the room backwards, maintaining eye contact, with your head tilted slightly to
         one side, for as long as they will allow. This isn’t always practical, though – if you’re on an aeroplane, for example, or
         you are related to them. Relations are always popping up at family events, and continuing conversations exactly where they
         were left off. I still owe one of my uncles an explanation for dropping down to foundation-level Maths in the Leaving Certificate.
         I successfully distracted him with pavlova the last time we met – at a christening in 1998 – but I know that as soon as he
         sees me at the next funeral, he’ll want the end of my sorry tale.
      

      
      I don’t always run away when someone asks me that competitive question: So, where have you ‘done’? I stay and fight, because, actually, I have an ace up my sleeve. When they start talking about Song Khran and how Vientiane
         is the new Barcelona, I bust out my A-game. When pressed, I drop the A-bomb on them. You must have guessed it by now. What place begins with the letter ‘A’ and is the ultimate travel brag
         for middle-class Europeans? Not Achill Island, though that is lovely on a misty night. I’m talking about Africa! Africa! That’s right. I used to live on the Dark Continent. Africa loves that nickname.
      

      
      We moved to Zimbabwe for a couple of years when I was nine. The story goes that my father was offered a good job there, and
         he could bring all of us with him – not like his job in England, where he missed his kick-line of chubby toddlers and earnest
         pre-teens, not to mention his smokin’ hot lady. That’s the official line, but I don’t actually believe we moved there for
         my father’s work. I’ve long suspected my parents of being undercover scientists conducting a secret, lifelong experiment on
         us children. Here are some of their theories:
      

      
      

         – We won’t allow them to say ‘shut up’. However, they may give dead legs.

         – One pair of wellies between two children is more than enough.

         – If a younger one gets chased by a neighbour’s dog and an older one doesn’t make a sufficient effort to chase that dog in
            turn, then the older one will get into trouble.
         

         – We will do everything in our power to convince them that cheese on toast is a treat food.

      



      
      
      One day the scientists got bored of us wearing identical duffel coats in the winter and picking gooseberries in the summer,
         and wondered what would happen if they took all of these children to live in a place that was exactly the opposite of their
         current environment.
      

      
      The build-up to our leaving was phenomenal. The school threw us a goodbye party that left both classrooms smelling like salt-and-vinegar
         crisps for a week. We got inoculated against all sorts of diseases that my brother Oliver knew about from the National Geographic magazine. Our grandparents went very quiet. We went to Cork city and got new shoes and dresses in one size too big for the
         first Christmas we’d spend in Africa. All our aunts, uncles and cousins came to the airport to see us off. We left them waving
         at us, and headed for the departure gate: an optimistic troop of little bumpkins off on a huge adventure.
      

      
      None of us children had been on a plane before and I was hyper-aware of a sign I’d seen at the airport saying: Do Not Tip the Stewardess. I didn’t know that by ‘tip’, the sign referred to a gratuity. I spent the whole time on the plane shrinking in my aisle
         seat when the stewardess came near me, and taking the trays of food she offered me very tentatively, avoiding brushing off
         her fingers.
      

      
      When I stepped off the plane, onto the tarmac, I took a deep breath and screamed: I am home. My people, come to me: I am home. I was slightly embarrassed to be told that the reason it felt so familiar was that we were just on a stopover, in Heathrow
         airport. Despite what history and any number of crummy comedians would have you believe, Ireland and England aren’t really that different. Naturally, the Irish are more soulful and magical and broke than the English – but that’s about it.
      

      
      Before we moved to Zimbabwe, Cobh was my universe. School meant my particular school, food meant my particular food, and even
         rain meant my particular rain. The night we arrived in Harare, there was an epic electrical storm. We watched, dumbstruck,
         from our first ever hotel rooms. Forked lightning, massive thunderclaps and falling sheets of glassy rain: it was like the
         storm in that Celine Dion video, when her boyfriend crashes his motorbike.
      

      
      Within a week of leaving Cobh, this is what I realised – there are millions of ways of living. Actually, more than millions.
         I couldn’t sleep for the first week because of jet lag and this growing realisation: that there are countless wildly different
         ways to experience the world. This had simply not occurred to me before. Now, I saw trees that seemed upside-down, with their
         roots reaching skyward, and was told that they were actually the right way up. Some other revelations included the following:
         English is just one language; toys can be made out of wire hangers; people are all different colours and shades of those colours;
         it’s possible to actually own a swimming pool; three people can fit on one bike; mothers can go to work; I have an accent;
         it’s not always possible to know the name of every child in your school; you don’t have to wear shoes all the time; potatoes
         are just like other vegetables; tiny animals can kill you stone dead; and water can run out …
      

      
      I felt wide open and giddy. All of us children were the same: dazzled by sunshine and jet lag and brand new fruit. Everything
         was subject to change, even breakfast. My father has only ever cooked two things in his life. Leek and potato soup: once. Porridge: a thousand times. Since the late 1970s,
         when his children started popping up around the kitchen table, he has made vast pots of pale gloop for us. He soaked the oats
         at night and everyone else thought it was delicious, but I always hated porridge. I would wake up, furious, to the smell of
         it. I would then sulk over a bowl of the stuff, having drowned it in milk and drenched it with as much sugar as I could hope
         to get away with. I swore that when I grew up, I’d always have a revolving selection of sugary cereals to choose from. Real
         sophisticated, you know? Not like my oafish family, with their poverty gruel.
      

      
      My dream came true before I had time to grow up. When we first arrived in Zimbabwe, we stayed in a hotel for three weeks,
         as our house wasn’t ready to move into. And you know what hotels have instead of bubbling pots of manky old porridge? They
         have breakfast buffets, with a revolving selection of sugary cereals to choose from. My parents were far too distracted to police what I ate for breakfast. My mother was pregnant and nauseous and my father
         was working from dawn, so the greediest little girl in the world got her wish! I jumped out of bed in the mornings, then fidgeted
         and fought with my brother, until I got my hands on a big old bowl and an even bigger spoon and then I would go to claim my
         prize. It was absolutely wrong of Cecil Rhodes and those other corpulent white men to charge around claiming huge sections
         of Africa for themselves. I can understand why they did it, though. I can confirm that it is a place full of strange, beautiful
         birds, glittering caves of precious minerals and boxes and boxes of those little devils called Corn Puffs, with their big yellow taste and sweet puffed crunch.
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