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Maeve Higgins is a writer and comedian. Originally from Cobh, she now lives in New York City with an unknown number of feisty cockroaches. Together, they’re all trying to make it in show-biz! A star in Ireland with two TV shows and a critically acclaimed book of essays, We Have A Good Time, Don’t We?, under her little belt, Maeve is making her mark on the American comedy scene, winning hearts and laughs with appearances on stage and TV, including Comedy Central’s Inside Amy Schumer and National Geographic Channel’s Startalk. Maeve says ‘yikes!’ a lot and always means it.
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For Ettie
‘And though she be but little, she is fierce.’




‘Now, sweet one,


Be wise.


Cast all your votes for Dancing!’


Hafiz




What is Quark?


When I’m outside of Ireland and people hear my accent they think I’m either from Game of Thrones or from the past. I tell them they are wrong on both counts then I command them to guess again. Before they get a chance to do so I yell, ‘I’m from Cork.’


‘Like, uh, a cork in a wine bottle?’ they ask. ‘Exactly!’ I say. ‘If that wine bottle is Ireland and that cork has a capital C and is at the bottom of the wine bottle which is actually a country!’


An Australian girl at a party gasped with delight when I said I was from Cork. ‘Like the cheese?’ she asked. ‘Is that where the cheese is from?’ I felt a swell of pride, thinking she meant one of those crazy good cheeses made by Dutch lesbians who moved to the gentle fertile land of West Cork in the 1970s. That pride fell away as she continued. ‘Quark, right?’ I narrowed my eyes. Quark? Is that even cheese? It sounds like some type of punishment. ‘Wrong,’ I told her, my manner cool. Cool like the flagstones of an old stone dairy that would not dare to support the creation of anything other than a semi-soft cheese with a washed rind, a cheese with a light mushroom and nutty aftertaste, a cheese that deepens in flavour as it matures. I moved away from the Australian girl, leaving her with a classic parting shot. ‘In Cork, we don’t even know what quark is.’


And what is quark? No, sorry, I meant to say, and what is Cork? Oh, where to begin, this could take all night! Well, the county of Cork is your basic paradise. We’ve got it all – you can swim and surf and ski to your heart’s desire – maybe not ski but you can certainly book a ski holiday from any one of the many travel agents that have somehow survived the digital age. The city is pocket-sized and perfect, with two restaurants per head of population and a market selling every good thing. Amongst the winding hills and ringing church bells of Shandon, you will find a museum dedicated to butter and a milk market that’s become a theatre. Disneyland can burn to the ground, for there is no kingdom more magical than one built on dairy.






Cork is the BIGGEST and BEST county in Ireland. I’m the happiest girl in the world because I come from Cork. It’s so nice and sunny and everyone is lovely. I love the food here. I wish everyone can live in Cork.


Miguel, 9 ½








That’s just one extract from one fictional child’s made-up diary, but I think it really sets the tone of just how I feel about Cork. You know how Frodo had the Shire, and he was always going on about it and wishing he were back there? That’s just how Cork people feel when we are outside of Cork. We too have curly hair and are brave and humble. We are kept strong in battle by the memories of rolling green hills and the promise of being reunited once more with our sweet-natured companions.


People say things like ‘I hate the Cork accent’, or, less often, ‘I love the Cork accent’, and I know at once they are imposters dressed as humans because there is no single Cork accent. The accent changes every mile or so. It’s a nightmare for those of us who tread the boards. At this point, after a lot of work with a dialect coach, I can do three accents:




	Cobh accent


	Midleton accent


	Carrigtwohill accent





What the whole of Cork’s oral tradition does share is an insistence on reminding everyone what gender they are. This will prove problematic in the future when the very idea of gender has been vanquished, but for now it’s all ‘Alright, Boy’ and ‘How are you, Girl?’ There is such affection there. When I get to Grand Parade and I hear that kind of talk, I think of Louis Armstrong singing, ‘I see friends shaking hands, saying, how do you do? They’re really saying … I love you.’


You, like me on occasion, may sometimes enjoy asking the tough questions. Questions like, ‘Why doesn’t that cat have any eyes?’ Or, ‘Will anyone ever live up to the crazy expectations Maeve has been projecting onto them?’ We’ll get to them, but for now here’s a tough question that I’m not scared of answering. Is there anything bad about Cork? No. Absolutely not, nothing at all. Of course, this is only natural, a part of me is like, ‘I want more. I want more Cork.’ Then another part of me says, ‘No, Cork is the perfect size.’ Have you ever seen Sylvester Stallone in real life? I haven’t, but a guy I was talking to in a pizza place in the West Village had. As I waited for my, um, salad to heat up, this guy told me that he was surprised at how small Sylvester Stallone is. I think Cork is the same: unexpectedly small but still a very durable star.


I urge you to travel to Cork City and to marvel at the dark-eyed charming storytellers that populate the streets and taverns there. Many of these enchanting creatures are likely to be my sisters but you must not approach those ones. Particularly please do not approach them and tell them that I sent you, because they hate that. ‘F**k sake, Maeve,’ they will say, on WhatsApp.


And don’t just take my word for it! When England owned Ireland the reigning monarch would gift parts of our country to their fancy English friends and they always saved Cork for their besties, like Sir Walter Raleigh. He bravely helped to slaughter hundreds of Catholic soldiers after they had surrendered in battle and as his reward he got to pretty much own East Cork! Using that logic, with some tweaks including ‘no killing’, I suppose I see Cork as the ultimate prize. For now I’ll stay out here in the world and keep doing my thing. All being well I will get to go home again, home to Cork; with its beautiful soil and fabulous sunsets and fresh, fresh cream. And I’ll be like, ‘Finally! I earned this.’




A Christmas Miracle


A lot goes on in the giddy days and nights leading up to Christmas Day, particularly if you’re young or single or pretending to be either or pretending to be both. There’s so many parties, so much mistletoe, and that looming deadline of New Year’s Eve makes everybody that bit more … approachable. Had you seen me clipping down Dublin’s O’Connell Street around that time of year, you’d have said to yourself, possibly in a Prohibition-style gangster voice, ‘Say, here comes a Yuletide honey now – that girl sure is ready for Kissmass.’ Well, cool accent … but you’re wrong. I was actually rushing along, squinting against the icy wind, trying to get to the cinema in time to see Twilight: Breaking Dawn Part 2.


That was my big hurry on 22 December, a vampire/wolf teen romance … on my own. I passed the nativity scene by the Spire, fenced in by chicken-wire on a traffic island, just like it was in old Bethlehem. Most of the major players were represented – Mary, Joseph, the donkey – but Jesus wasn’t born yet, so they all gazed with fixed adoration into an empty crib. A baby due in a few days, but Mary still wasn’t showing. A Christmas miracle! Across the street, lying face down on the dirty frozen footpath, was a large, red-haired man. Like everyone around me, I slowed down but kept walking. These were my thoughts upon seeing him, in the order that I thought them.




	I’ve never done a first aid course.


	I could try to help, but what if he wakes up and punches me?


	I don’t want to miss the part where the adult wolf falls in love with the vampire baby. I’m already late and I still have to buy Maltesers in the shop because cinema snacks are so over-priced!


	What if that man is dead?


	What if there are cameras and they play footage on the news of me running past the man’s dead body to get to the cinema?





That last one stopped me cold. I could see the headlines already. ‘Sad woman ignores dead man at Christmas to go see Twilight: Breaking Dawn Part 2 – alone’. I ran back, knelt beside the man and said ‘Excuse me, Mister’, loudly. Nothing. I looked down at the man. His tracksuit was too small for him, his face and hands were dirty in that gotten-used-to-it way. He smelled like cider and the city. I took off my mittens and pressed his wrist, looking for a pulse. I couldn’t feel one.


Then I pressed my own wrist and couldn’t feel a pulse there either.


A man carrying a large Lidl shopping bag came and knelt beside me and said, in a French accent, ‘The ambulance are coming, I call them.’ I asked him if the man was dead.


‘No,’ he said. ‘See how he is warm … and breathing so heavily.’


I did a little laugh, as if I’d made a joke that he didn’t get, then I told the Frenchman that I had to go, I was meeting somebody.


Before I got a chance to leave, an old man, wild-eyed with a high-pitched voice, came hobbling over, saying, ‘What’s this – is he dead?’


He began poking at the unconscious man with his walking stick. I said, ‘Hardly – he’s warm and breathing quite heavily.’


The Frenchman added, ‘Do not worry, Madame, the ambulance is coming, I called them.’


The thing was, the old man was androgynous-looking, not in a sulky he/she model kind of way. More like a light beard as well as large bosom kind of way. Fortunately the busty old man didn’t notice the mix-up, he was too distracted by the other man’s accent.


‘Ah listen to you – we call you Froggies.’


The Frenchman missed the slur, but unfortunately inquired after it.


‘Ah – I am sorry, Madame, you are speaking a little too fast.’ Realising suddenly that he had been mistaken for a woman, the old man was irate.


‘Madame? You’re callin’ me Madame? Are you blind, Froggie? I’m no Madame.’


Confusion fell over Le Bon Samaritain. ‘Excuse me, Madame?’


‘I am a fella and you are a blind froggie so you are.’


The Frenchman looked beseechingly at me for a translation.


So I said, as kindly as I could manage, ‘This is a man, not a woman. He says you are a blind frog, a frog that cannot see.’


I covered my eyes and did a hopping motion to illustrate the point.


The Frenchman apologised and said he was indeed a blind frog. The old man softened.


‘It’s alright – everyone thinks I’m a girl. It’s because of my hair.’


My eyes were drawn once more to his chest, but I hate when guys do that to me, so I looked him in the eye and said, ‘Yeah – that must be it.’


And so we stood there. The three wise men reluctantly taking care of our giant, hammered Baby Jesus asleep on the road. Eventually the medics arrived and shone a torch into the fallen man’s eyes. As he stirred, one of them asked, ‘Where were you going before you fell over?’


He came to, dazzled by the torch and the twinkling Christmas lights overhead and said, in just about the saddest voice I’d ever heard, ‘Home – I was going home.’


My heart, finally and correctly, went out to him.


‘Where’s home?’ Asked the medic. Everyone leaned in, waiting, and the man said, ‘Ah, it’s Egypt – where’d you think?’


We all exhaled and the medic replied, ‘Oh fabulous, I hear Egypt is lovely this time of year.’


I walked away as the stacked old man claimed the Lidl shopping bag as his, and the Frenchman politely described its contents to a policeman to prove ownership. As I crossed the street to the cinema I believe I heard him mention fennel.




London Falling


I moved to Dublin in the year 2000. That sounds like it’s in the future, but those of us in the know realise that it’s actually in the past. I lived on Windmill Lane, in a little boxy flat in a big boxy building, right next to the Windmill Lane studios where luminaries like U2 and The Corrs used to record. The wall outside my flat was covered in graffiti, mainly complimenting U2. It had become a tourist tradition to scrawl things there, and it was handy for residents too. In amongst the ‘Larry Mullen remember Siena ’88? Me pregnant’, you can still see where I jotted down little reminders to myself, like ‘buy credit’ or ‘get tanning gloves’. That last one is near a large, orange handprint, like one a bronzed orc would make having rested there for a moment before continuing his hunt for halflings.


The skinny balcony clinging to my third floor flat looked out across the Liffey quays and all I could see were cranes. There were so many cranes, their long necks crossed each other on the skyline, swinging skips and girders around like they were made of styrofoam. Giant cranes and regularsized ones, there was even a miniature crane squatting on a barge in the river – all of them were busy, all day, every day. After a few years I got so used to them that I didn’t even notice that they’d left. They must have loped off silently. After that, things in Dublin got really quiet.


I moved to London in 2013, partially because of this quietness. Walking up Kings Cross Road a couple of weeks after I had moved there, I spotted the cranes. I looked up, and saw their scrawny necks crossing a different skyline – busy again – with their bales of blocks and huge steel rods. They’d scarpered off to England! I called them on it.


‘Hey you – this is where you’ve been hiding?’ They swivelled around. ‘No hard feelings mate, we done what we could but there was nothing there for us no more.’ I was indignant – the cheek of them. The going got tough, and they got out. I watched them build their new lives and I felt angry. Usually when I resent something or someone, it’s because some part of me identifies only too well with them, and the cranes were no exception.


I too had abandoned Dublin. My darling Dublin, we had all fled! Who was left to make stupid jokes in the upstairs room of a pub? Lots of people, too many in fact, but you must allow me my keening rights. Every Irish emigrant is obliged to feel at least a little bit sad and just a touch ashamed about being away from home.


When I was a small girl, my father left to work as a surveyor on a construction site in London. Myself and my sisters and brother hated this city that took him away. That said, we loved the treats he brought back, McCoys crisps and Rose’s lime marmalade. He assured us that he didn’t talk to anyone while he was there – instead he just did his work, had his dinner, phoned us and went to bed. Sometimes he visited his sister. We were happy enough with that. Like so many others, my father went to a city to get something from it, to better his family’s situation and, crucially, to come home again.


Lots of Irish men worked on the building sites of London in the 1940s and 1950s, and many never made it back. I watched a documentary about their plight and learned that many of those men were so lonely and isolated in the city that they turned to drink, then they lost their jobs and their teeth fell out. They were too broke and too mortified to come home to Ireland and instead vanished into the city. I asked my sister if she thought this might happen to me. She did that thing of saying my name then repeating back to me what I had just said in a flat tone of voice: ‘Maeve. You’re asking if I think you will be so lonely in your job as a bricklayer that you’ll turn into an alcoholic and be too embarrassed to come home because you don’t have any teeth?


I hate when she does that.


I never wanted to move to London. I decided to move there because it was time to leave Dublin and London seemed easy and obvious – it is close, I have friends there, it would be good for my career. Those were fine reasons but they didn’t fill me with enthusiasm, which, it turns out, is a vital ingredient for a good start in a new place. In Dublin, London can feel like an older brother who used to bully you, someone who tormented you just enough that you will never fully like or trust him, but not so much that you don’t still think he’s cool, and secretly hope that one day he’ll think that you’re cool too.


I do not take that big brother of mine for granted. I know he’ll be there when I need him. Irish and English people speak the same language and are allowed to work freely in one another’s countries. I was glad of that the morning I showed up at the Camden Town Job Centre with my paperwork and a carefully rehearsed version of ‘my circumstances’. Hordes of people stood outside, looking confused and speaking a dozen different languages. The fire alarm was going off. What a thrill, to live in a country where people take fire alarms seriously! I joined what I thought was a queue but turned out to be a Spanish family having a picnic. Just as they finished the tortilla, the alarm stopped and everyone filed in. I showed my passport and appointment letter to a security man and he sent me upstairs. After a long wait, mainly spent avoiding eye contact with an intense Armenian baby glaring at me from a pram, my name was called.


A smiley, softly spoken woman asked me what I planned on doing while I was in the United Kingdom. I told her I hoped to get work writing comedy. She asked me if I liked the television show Blackadder and I said I did, though in truth, I don’t really know it at all. Then she said, ‘One day we may see your name in the credits of Blackadder!’ I didn’t mention the one thing I did know about Blackadder – that they stopped writing it in the 1980s. Instead I said brightly, ‘I hope so!’ and skipped out of the building. My National Insurance Number arrived in the post shortly afterwards. I wasn’t sure how to celebrate it. Perhaps I should get a cake? A tattoo? Oh, or maybe a job?


I never settled into a job, not really. I did a few shows, but I wasn’t feeling any compulsion to perform. Perhaps the effort of establishing myself in a city as huge and disinterested as London was too much but, creatively speaking, the sheer volume of posh English boys doing bad stand-up comedy chilled me to the core, and the panel-show frenzy happening on television could not have been less appealing. I didn’t want to make anyone laugh, not like that.


I did write, I did, but it was difficult and slow. Whole days went by when I sat in my tiny, expensive room in Hackney, with actual woodchip on the wall, gazing at a blinking, empty screen and wondering if I’d made the right choice. I imagined other realities. In the multiverse of my life I could easily have stayed in Cobh and had a scatter of distracting and adorable babies instead, like my sisters and my friends had. I spent a lot of time caught between alternating pillars of fantasy and regret. I can’t blame London for that. My maudlin Irish character surely played a part in that, but let’s not bring Gertie into this. She gets so down on herself as it is.


The question is: why didn’t things work out between London and me? Let’s examine the evidence and rate each piece on points. May the best entity win!


LONDON VS MAEVE


The case FOR London


1. Possibility of adventure


The most fun I had during the entire year I lived in London was when I left London and went to Kent, of all places. I am, however, including this in the FOR column because the adventure began and ended in the city.


My newly single friend, with all the recklessness of the recently heartbroken, had planned this micro-adventure to distract herself from the rotten feeling of love gone awry and I had promised to go with her. Micro-adventures begin after work – so to be authentic we agreed to pretend we were office workers and not leave until the office was closed. It is then that you must get out of the city, by bike or foot or public transport, walk to a scenic spot, make a camp (no tents allowed, just you and a sleeping bag), have your dinner, maybe light a campfire, and go to sleep.


The next morning you wake up, swim in a river and go back to work with leaves in your hair and smelling slightly like smoke, hopefully smiling to yourself in a way that maddens others.


My brilliant, sad friend and I set off from Liverpool Street station at 5pm and an hour and a half later, much to my sunlit amazement, we were tramping through golden fields being chirruped at by birds. We messed and skipped and puffed our way along a pretty little river and scared each other with potential adventure enders, featuring murderers, slugs and distracted combine-harvester drivers. At around 9.30pm we chose a place to sleep: the top corner of a stubbly cornfield, near a group of sturdy elms which waved and bowed in welcome. We ate our picnic, a strange collection of hummus, fruit and ham, and bedded down for the night.


I hadn’t brought a bivvy bag. In truth I had thought that bivvy bag was another word for sleeping bag. I didn’t realise it was a bigger, heavier plastic bag that stops the damp and cold from seeping into your actual sleeping bag. My friend, a seasoned camper, wrapped my sleeping bag in black bin liners instead. She seemed dubious about my chance of survival, but we had a good old laugh about it. Then we lay under a big sky of dusky light, filled with little flitting bats and little stars that popped out one by one, reporting for cosmic duty. Some were late for work, and shot across the sky busily as we yelled beneath them. I fell asleep easily. A few hours later, the cold woke me. I was absolutely freezing, so cold it was hard to move my limbs around. I put on a polo neck and a hat, pulled the bin liners a little closer (stop me if you’re getting too turned on) and felt much better, like maybe I’d make it through the night. And I did!


We woke early the next morning, to sounds of a tractor in the field above us. After packing up, we went swimming in the river. It was my first time actually being in a river, not beside it or on it or looking at it. I was actually in it. Getting in was difficult, slipping between reeds and trying to find my footing on the silty riverbed. The water was cool and murky, with little flies buzzing as they hovered just above the surface. I swam for a while then I stayed very still, like a crocodile.


We got dressed and walked back through the fields to the station. We ate nectarines on the train, looking like any other commuter with muddy feet and matted hair.


For this experience I award London 200 shooting stars.


2. Low-cost pills and free chats


I went to the doctor in London. I cannot tell you why. Although, what you’re imagining is probably far more embarrassing than the reason. No, I didn’t suffer an anxiety induced fart attack. That hasn’t happened since I was 30. It’s not gossip-worthy either. Despite rumours, I am not pregnant with Michael Fassbender’s triplets. This top is just a little bit baggy and he and I are keeping things casual – for now. OK, OK! I will say we are discussing having kids. He wants them, but I’m undecided because my acting career is going so well. Please, our publicist would kill me if she heard me telling you that, so don’t let the tabloids get a hold of this, I beg you. I went to the doctor for no reason other than that it is totally free to shoot the breeze with a medical professional and who doesn’t love a good, one-sided conversation about themselves?


I registered with my local GP in Hackney and the nurse took down my address and gave me a little plastic vial. I knew what it was for immediately – a transparent home for my new pet bee! ‘Afraid not,’ she whispered, ‘diabetes is on the rise.’ I couldn’t hear her, so she shouted it. ‘DIABETES IS ON THE RISE.’ It’s ringing in my ears still. Worth it, though, because I got free healthcare!


One of the more frustrating parts of being me is my limited understanding of how the world works. Certain things make absolute sense to me and I think very little about them. I understand why jokes work and how to behave on an airplane and the reason we pay taxes. I know that butter makes everything delicious and looking at water calms me down. Other things make me squint and sigh as I try to figure them out. The three most persistent knots I cannot unpick are people who drink cans of beer on trains, grape-flavoured sweets and health insurance. For years, my father urged me to sort out my health insurance, to get my own plan. I told him to relax and explained that I had a plan. My plan was to see what happened and worry about it then. Not ideal. So now, I say it loud: ‘God Save the NHS.’


I give London eleven urine samples for its humane healthcare system.


3. One night of generosity


I was doing a show at a comedy festival in Peterborough, because that’s what happens when you make it in show business.


After the show, one of the comedians gave me a spin home in his Jaguar (the car, not the creature). Not home exactly, he dropped me as far as West London and I lived on the other side, over an hour away. Still, there was an apple rolling around the back seat and he said I could have it. Then I got a night bus to Piccadilly Circus where I remembered I hadn’t printed off my boarding card for my flight to Dublin the next morning. It was I am and I wandered into a Holiday Inn. The night manager was alone in the lobby, anxiously watching some kids that were drinking cans outside. I said I needed to use the printer and he asked if I was staying at the hotel. I didn’t lie exactly, but I did nod. He waved me toward the printer distractedly. Boarding card in hand, I went to get another bus home, but realised I didn’t have change. I asked a man for change of a tenner at the bus stop; he didn’t have any so he just gave me the fare. So, I got a guided tour of Peterborough, four pages printed, a spin in a Jaguar, £2 and an apple – all for free, all in one day. I was giddy after this crazy parade of kindness in England – the friendliest place on Earth.


I award London three tins of Bulmers for this unprecedented show of good heartedness.


The case AGAINST London


1. Lack of human contact


Every single week a Tube carriage full of people moves to London. I can’t say I have it tough in any real way – like those early Irish emigrants did, or someone working as a kitchen porter for a fiver an hour with a recurring kidney infection and not a word of English, or a refugee, or a Welsh person – can you imagine being Welsh? Even when you’re a total legend like myself, it’s hard work convincing strangers that you’re worth knowing. At the beginning, I felt like I was butting into people – that dreaded little billygoat looking for conversation.


‘Hi,’ I say to them, blocking their path at a party where I only know the host and he’s busy. ‘How are you? I’m Maeve, just moved to London.’ It’s a terrible opener, and the tinny need in my voice makes us both flinch. This is what happens when you move to a new place – you have to make new friends. You go to things you don’t want to go to, and force yourself to take off your coat and make small talk. You are friendly and warm, so agreeable!


I did all of those things. I did them so much that the thought crossed my mind that I might be a sociopath; all empty charm using flattery to get what I wanted. I fretted about that until I realised it wasn’t working – I wasn’t gathering a new tribe around me. So if I was a sociopath, I was bad at it. I took some comfort in that fact.


Charlotte Bronte had Jane Eyre say, ‘I care for myself. The more solitary, the more friendless, the more unsustained I am, the more I will respect myself.’ I love that. Also, of course, she got the lead in a film and fooled around with Michael Fassbender. That being said, Jane could have done with some pals to guide her, make her laugh, explain what a diva cup is and generally keep her company.


Here is what friendship is to me. I am my heart, my family is my blood and my work is my brain – friendship is the part that animates me – people are my energy. The steady connection to people I didn’t always know, people I have chosen and who have chosen me back, people I want to impress and understand and be with as they make their way around this world, thrilled they’re here the same time as me. Old friends tread beside me on a path of forgiveness and warmth and shared experience while new friends open laneways I didn’t know were there, and force me to figure out what I’m about as I polish up the best parts of me and hope they accept the worst.


Don’t get me wrong – there were loads of great people in my new English life. There was my downstairs neighbour, a completely silent woman, always hanging out her washing. My GP seemed nice, though he was always away on holiday. And there were the mice, as well as any number of rats and foxes, peeping in at me from the garden.


Making is a verb, of course, an action. In London, I didn’t take any action – I didn’t make any friends. That’s on me, and probably has something to do with how close I was to home. The proximity to Ireland allowed me not to put down roots. That said, it’s also got something to do with the city itself – London did not show me the same curiosity and welcome that New York has. Here, I’ve made so many friends I feel like I’ve won the lottery, but instead of millions of dollars there are hundreds of moments – moments of understanding, laughing, gossiping, working and learning.


There’s a certain streak of superiority felt in Europe, one that says with tight-lipped derision, ‘Ugh, that’s so American,’ about qualities like openness and positivity. It’s so easy to be lazily cynical about the phrase, ‘Have a nice day,’ and those who utter it, but the fact remains that I’ve had countless nice days on this side of the Atlantic and don’t plan on stopping any time soon.


2. Not so happy birthday


In merry old London, I’ll tell you how I spent my birthday. I went for lunch in Ottolenghi and ate a salad that cost more than my jeans. Granted, the jeans in question were on sale in Primark and had a rip in the inside leg. Then I went to the cinema. I spent the whole day on my own. Look, that is all fine. I like being alone. The only time I felt weird about it was when I spoke to my parents that night. Here’s how the Skype call went.


MAEVE


(cartoon voice)


Hi Memmy, hi Deddy.


MOTHER


Hi sweetheart.


Happy birthday – we were waiting for you to ring!


MAEVE


(irritated voice)


Oh! Well you could always ring me.


MOTHER


(tiny voice)


Sure we don’t know how this thing works, lovey.


MAEVE


(let’s pick this up voice)


Right. Well, how are ye?


MOTHER


We’re fine, love, Daddy’s tired.


MAEVE


Oh yeah – was he working?


MOTHER


He was. Yes. And he dug up the back garden and put down a new layer of mulch.


MAEVE


And can he not tell me that himself?


EVERYONE


Laughing for ages.


MOTHER


What did you do today?


MAEVE


(high, lying voice)


I’d a gorgeous lunch and then went to the cinema so it was fabulous I must say!


MOTHER/MAEVE


In-depth discussion of food – 10 mins long.


MOTHER


And who else was there?


MAEVE


(barely staying calm voice)


Ummm. A big gang of us? Loads of people showed up in the end – the waiters were going crazy because they had to keep bringing chairs to our table. My whole crew!


MOTHER


(Hollywood villain voice)


Like who, pet?


MAEVE


(panicked criminal voice)


Ah … you wouldn’t know them like – they’re just friends like Murakami she’s a Japanese girl and then some of the lads upstairs they’re gas and then just like Lydia and Mike. Oh I better go here because my phone battery is running low.


MOTHER


(knowing when to drop it voice)


Oh silly me, thought you were on your computer.


All right – love you and happy birthday!


MICHAEL FASSBENDER OFF-CAMERA


(gruff ‘just had sex’ voice)


Maeve – would you get back in here and do the work I’m paying you for?


MAEVE


(stricken but pleased voice)


Bye – love you too!


FATHER


Turns his head to the side quizzically, opens his mouth to say something. Fade to black.


I deduct London town upwards of 15 relighting candles for this sorry affair.


3. Public transport


I sometimes got bullied on the Number 40 bus that took me from Kilmainham to Dublin city centre. One day, two squirrelly looking girl-women that may have been mother and daughter or may have been sisters yelled at me for the duration of the 15-minute trip into town. Forgive my rendering of their patois, but it will help you to hear what I heard. ‘Dere’s your one off da telly tinkin she’s real famous and all, and da state of her fuckin phone, an aul Nokia.’ So I cannot in truth say I miss Dublin’s public transport.


In 2011, mysterious screens began appearing at bus stops around Dublin city centre. Nobody knew what the screens were for; neighbourhood gossip speculated wildly. Were they weather warnings, the names of people who didn’t recycle or, perhaps, were they tiny, communal TVs? A great hush descended as we watched them flicker to life and … announce how long the wait for the next bus would be. Genius! At my local stop on Kingsland Road in London there were multiple screens with lists of buses that stopped almost every minute. This sorcery was taken for granted. People actually tutted and scuffed if they had to wait more than three minutes for a bus. Their impatience bothered me more than the haranguing I got on the number 40. They couldn’t wait three minutes – that’s how important Londoners are! That’s how annoying they are.


The public transport system is wonderful, but it’s full of the public. For that I award London three rotten oysters.


Concluding Remarks and Verdict


The reasons I’ve moved to every city I’ve lived in are universal – ambition, boredom, a change and a certain type of freedom. There is also this feeling that’s hard to explain but is perhaps the defining one of my life. It’s similar to the feeling I get when there’s a photo being passed around a table and I’m waiting my turn to see it. I’m anticipating seeing it, I’m watching other people experience it and imagining what they are feeling and I can’t wait and then I finally get my hands on it and … I don’t get it. That’s it? I think. Am I’m missing something? Is there another one, a better one?
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