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Are you sure you want to talk to me?

Dilys Rose



The big guy ahead of me, with body odour which punches above its weight and a T-shirt bearing the rollicking slogan Murderers’ Row, lollops against the aisle seats and squeezes towards the back of the bus. 
You retract your legs. I stuff my bag under the seat and settle down beside you. It’s the only empty seat apart from the one which the big guy is aiming for. If we’re both careful we won't have to make too much body contact, though this is no luxury coach. After your casual opener about having already travelled over three thousand miles by bus – three thousand miles! – you can still opt for silence. Considering the distance you have already covered, your ability to maintain a neutral tone is impressive, though you roll your bus ticket back and forth like a cigarette you’re itching to smoke, and murmur about making your final connection. 
Are you sure you want to talk to me? The thing is, if you do, I will pay closer attention than you might expect. Or want. When you repeat the number of miles you've already chalked up, I note your red-rimmed eyes, like scallops prised apart with a shucking knife. After already four days in transit, why don’t you just press your face into the donkey jacket which doubles as a pillow and doze away the hundred miles we’ll spend in close proximity? 
Before departure, the bus driver instructs us, for the benefit for other passengers, to silence our electronic equipment and phone conversations. He takes his time over the announcement, relishing his moment of glory, his power of office and his ability to intimidate us. If he had a mind to it, his deep, assertive voice suggests, he could leave us stranded at some nebula of nowhere, the rain falling steadily on our heads and not a soul on the road finding the pity in their hearts to stop and offer us a ride. When we are all chastened and muted, the driver’s heavy gold bracelets clink against capable wrists, he buckles up and power steers us out of town. 
Like the driver, I am all for a quiet ride but it’s not going to happen. Not that you are loud, no, you’re soft-spoken, low key and unsmiling so I can’t comment on the condition of your teeth but doubt you have a decent deal on dental insurance. On the subject of dental work, I’m reminded of a story I heard the other day. In a country still picking itself up from its time under the Soviet hammer, a poet was tipped for the Nobel Prize for literature. Anticipating glorious photo opportunities and not wishing to be shown up as the poor man of Europe, the authorities decreed that the man’s teeth should be fixed by the state, so that he could smile widely and evenly when the flashbulbs popped. Work commenced but at some point during the drilling, the filling, the crowning and bridging, news got out that the poet had been pipped at the post by a writer from a wealthier country with, we can probably assume, noticeably better dental treatment. The orthodontic work was halted, leaving the Nobel manqué with a half-gleaming, half-crumbling folly of a mouth. I don’t tell you this story. I can’t be sure  it would make you smile. 
You say you are going to visit family who live in upstate somewhere. I don’t know the place but the name is familiar: an old name transported from the old country, on a brisk clipper or a rackety coffin ship. I imagine it’s a rural area though not in any plush, lush way; more hard-pressed dirt than prime real estate; peeling wood shingles; a porch stacked to the eaves with a guilt trip of recycling and several generations of machine parts which might but never do come in handy. There will be animals: a tick-ridden mutt or an edgy, loose-jointed hound; a slink of feral cats in knee-high grass, a snake coiled in the basement like a garden hose, to keep down the rodents. This may be nothing at all like where you’re going but it’s what happens: you tell me stuff and I make up the rest. 
Your hair is the warm, woody colour of a field mouse. You are by no means wee or sleekit or cowrin, but perhaps there is something tim’rous about you. You haven’t seen your family for several years and plan to spend a month out east. The prompt for your visit is an aged, ailing grandma who may not last another winter. As it is barely spring and the greening of the trees has been arrested by recent storms, floods and prolonged low temperatures, attributed to the cloud of volcanic dust which has already spread around most of the world, you are thinking ahead. Going while the going has a purpose. 
This is not your first trip back. Done the journey several times. Clocked over thirty thousand bus miles. Had you flown, you’d have earned enough air miles for a freebie but no such reward is offered to the frequent bus traveller. And even though you've dozed on the coach or passed restless nights on waiting-room benches, pushing down the crap fast food which is all that’s to be had, your budget is already strained. Not that you put it like that.
Cost a lotta money, you say, a lotta money.
The mention of money so soon makes me wonder if this might be your lead-in to a sob story, if you’ll wind up hitting on me for a tap. Have you been doing a similar number on each stage of your trip; bending an ear, elaborating or editing details as you saw fit? I don’t think so. Wouldn’t you at least have mastered the name of your grandma’s illness? 
It’s not eczema, you say. She been on oxygen for two years.
Emphysema?
That’s it. I ain’t dumb, you add, then break off and gaze out at the bare trees and yellow earth sliding by. High above the highway, without the need of a single wingbeat, a hawk turns a slow circle. And another. The sky is piebald, a drab blue daubed with dark, shifting cloud. You flatten out your bus ticket. From days of handling, the inkjet printout is beginning to smudge. You ask to borrow my pen, draw on the back of your ticket. 
My house, you say, holding up an archetypal kindergarten dwelling: a block topped with a triangular roof, four windows, a door with a handle, a scribble of smoke spiraling from the chimney. 
And this is me, you say, pointing to a stick person floating stiffly in mid-air. I ain’t no good at drawing.

As with most life stories, the order of your telling is roundabout, repetitive, full of holes. Your immediate concerns are grandma’s advanced age and infirmity, and meeting up with the extended family. Your tone remains neutral, deadpan. You reveal no charge of anticipation. You don’t say, for example,  that you can’t wait to see your mother, your aunt Pearl, cousin Rodney, to hold in your arms the new baby of your second cousin. On the subject of new arrivals, you are adamant:
I ain’t looking after nobody’s baby, unless there’s a emergency involving the hospital. Or somebody pays me to babysit.
Though I’ve known you for less than an hour, this sounds rehearsed.
	I ain’t no good with babies. I’ve applied for a course in Culinary Arts Plus. Know what I mean by Arts Plus?
You outline the course content how many hours of this or that, each possible step of a possible career ladder, in what quickly becomes tedious detail. It’s as if your brain has blocks of information stamped on it, facts to be retained and retrieved exactly as given. You reel off the layout of the building in which each class will take place; where cake decoration sits in relation to cooking a charity meal for two hundred or working in a pizza joint; exactly how much you have to pay for meals at the college – twenty cents for lunch, twenty cents! – how much financial support you’re due because you are disabled – you mention a bad knee– and how you won’t have to do the usual killer shifts of the catering trade.
	At your age – forty – it seems late to be starting on a course which at best will offer minimum wage for the first so many years and then, if you’re lucky, up it a few more dollars an hour and possibly throw in a slightly nicer, smarter uniform, with epaulettes and a ceramic name tag rather than a card plastic one, a canvas hat with the restaurant logo on the brim. But there’s a reason. There’s always a reason. I contribute a few anecdotes from my own memories of the catering trade but you don’t pick up on anything. We say stuff to each other but don’t really get any dialogue going. 
	That’s the turnpike. You indicate a sign on the highway. It means we’ve crossed the state line.
Crossing the state line sounds more dramatic than merging with a more or less identical stretch of tarmac but after a while a few hills rear up, small ponds glint darkly, a broad slow river cuts through the valley. Little about the scenery interests you until we pass a monumental angel standing not far from the road.
	Must have beeen a graveyard there, you say. My grandma’s got a graveyard on her land. She got a memorial stone for a girl named Thankful Williams. Twenny five when she died. Dunno what she had to be thankful for. 
With no glimmer of a smile at the sad irony of Thankful Williams but a stolid confidence in your facts, you talk on for a while about graveyards and the civil war, how important it was for a family to bring home their young men and women, to bury their dead on family soil. 
When you dry up on graveyards, I ask whether the state you’ve travelled from is very different from where you are going. 
It’s a different shape. State I’m in now is nearly a square, you say, then pull up the sleeve of your Tshirt and point out a nasty bruise. A woman attacked me, the other day. One street over from where I live. I didn’t do nothin to her, was mindin my business but she hadn’t taken her meds. I was in her way and she lashed out. Police say she’ll be okay if she takes her meds. Me, I won’t be walking down that street no more.
	The bus bounces along. The view is pretty much as it’s been for the last half hour.
	I’m going to sleep for a bit, I say.
	You go right ahead.
	Nudge me if I snore.
	I’d be the last person to care.
	I close my eyes, to give you a chance to keep the rest of your story to yourself, and to decide whether I want to hear any more of it. The motion of the bus rocks me into a doze. I jolt awake when the guy in the Murderers’ Row T-shirt rumbles down the aisle.
	Is the big guy asking about transfers? you ask. Maybe I should ask about my transfer. I didn’t catch what the driver said at the last stop. 
	No talking to the driver while the bus is in motion! the driver tells the big guy, loud enough that everybody else gets the picture. The big guy growls and lumbers back up the aisle, head jerking like a hornet’s in his ear. 
	The driver rattles his bracelets, switches on the fan.
	I hope we don’t run into traffic, you say. I been snarled up in traffic a few times already. Almost missed my last connection. 
	You check your ticket again, turn it over, study the house on the back, make the stick person flitter about.
	My daughter will be twelve tomorrow and I won’t be there for her birthday. I missed the last six birthdays. She don’t stay with me no more. She’s with her father. And his new girlfriend. I had to give her up. For adoption and ... and now I don’t get to see her no more. When she’s sixteen, I’m pretty sure it’s sixteen, she can come see me. If she wants to. Long as I ain’t a convicted felon. If I ain’t got in no trouble with the law. If I try to see her before that, even just to give her a birthday present, the new girlfriend will call the police. And then I won’t get to see my daughter for even longer. The new girlfriend lies about me. Tells bad lies. Real bad. But she’s right about one thing. I ain’t no good with babies ... In four years I should have finished Culinary Arts Plus and likely I’ll have a job, maybe in a pizza restaurant, and I’ll be able to visit my daughter ...
That’s a long time to wait. 
I dunno about the restaurant hours. I get a lot of pain. My knee. And then ... I don’t always see things right ... I ain’t dumb.
Thirty miles to go and we’ve hit a traffic jam. Defying the driver’s instructions, people on the bus begin to fiddle with phones, iPods, electronic games. 
Thirty thousand miles, I say. You could have travelled right round the world! 
I guess ... There’s forms I have to fill in for the college. I don’t like forms. Used to get all 
kindsa forms from the clinic and the school about my daughter but they got me mad, the forms got me real mad so I didn’t fill them in. I looked at them and then ... I have to fill in all kindsa forms for Culinary Arts Plus. I ain’t dumb.
You give me a sharp look, and suddenly we are too close for comfort, close enough to see each other’s pores, blemishes, stray hairs, to feel the heat from each other’s breath and it’s as well we’re at the front, near the assertive driver who surely wouldn’t allow anything bad to happen on his shift. But I can’t help what’s behind that sharp dark look in your eyes. I was wrong about tim’rous. You’re far from tim’rous. 
It ain’t dysex ... lex ... dyssexia, it’s hyperact. Hyperact. Filling in forms makes me hyperact and ... and then the meds, the meds ... I ain’t dumb but I ain’t no good with babies neither.
There are holes in your story. Traplines have been laid. 
Nearly there, I say. And only a few minutes late. We should make our connections.
I sure hope so. If I don’t make my connection, I dunno where I’m gonna sleep tonight. I ain’t got money for no motel.
It all works out. We collect our luggage from the hold. Your final bus is ready and waiting, engine running. We say goodbye, wish each other luck. No smiles, no handshakes.  
You will remember next to nothing of me – perhaps the colour of my hair, my light Anglo-Saxon eyes, the name of my homeland, my unfamiliar accent. We haven’t exchanged names and your lack of curiosity about your travelling companion will protect me, if not you. 

My train is standing on the platform. It’s fairly full and due to depart shortly. I spread my coat over the vacant seat next to me, hoping to keep the spare seat to myself and have a quiet ride when you, the big guy from the bus, sweating from the exertion of hoisting yourself up two high steps and manoeuvring your bulk through the doorframe, stop and say:
Is this seat free? Going all the way to New York City?
All the way, I reply, hoping you’ll look elsewhere for a seat. 
Me too! you say, plumping down and overflowing into my space. Well, hey, we can get acquainted. You were on the coach, right? Man that was some goddamn quiet journey. I was just thinking to myself all the way and you know what I was thinking? I was thinking that I really wanna talk. Some stuff I been carrying around way too long, you know. Gotta get some stuff out, share it around you know, let it breathe some fresh air, give it an audience, know what I’m saying? We got plenny time to get acquainted. I mean, sometimes you wanna be quiet and sometimes you just gotta tell somebody your story, right?
In a few hours, if the train runs on time and no unexpected delays occur at the airport, I will fly over the Statue of Liberty and under the cloud of volcanic dust which for the last week has brought air traffic throughout much of the world to a standstill. I will fly – unless the volcano spits out more dust, or its bigger more dangerous cousin wakes from his slumber and wants a piece of the action – towards my own story; its gaps and elisions, its traplines, its random acts of violence and love. In the meantime, Mr Murderers’ Row, are you sure you want to talk to me?
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