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TUESDAY 2ND MAY 2006

It takes me eight minutes to get from school back to my house. The bell goes at 12.10 p.m., and as I’m sixth year I get to go out of grounds at lunch. If I’m not held up I get home for 12.20 p.m. I’ll grab a banana, some orange juice, butter some bread, stuff some ham on it and I can be at the computer in my room for the 12.30 p.m. broadcast.

The computer will have played through the track list I set running when I left in the morning. I’ll fade out the last song nearest to 12.30 p.m. and say something like, ‘Afternoon everybody, howareya? I’m Lex Donal and welcome to the lunchtime show on Radio Clifden. In about fifteen minutes we’ll be havin’ a shufti at the headlines, then I’ll read out a few of your messages, let you know what’s going on this evening and a few of the songs you can be looking forward to this afternoon before I’m back to school.’

I’ll fade up the next track and take a moment to eat my lunch, whilst I look through the texts and email messages that have come in during the morning.

Mrs O’Dowd, who works at Matherson’s, a shop that sells clothes and strange tat to meandering tourists and occasional locals, has asked for a Take That song this afternoon. She asks for a Take That song every afternoon. In the mid Nineties I reckon they awakened a sexual desire in the post-menopausal woman that I fear she wishes to cherish. I will drop it in the playlist this afternoon but I don’t always do it; I can’t be seen to be pandering to the audience, but she is a friend of me Ma’s though, so if I don’t do it regularly enough she’ll mention it to Ma and I’ll get to hear about it.

I’m thinking of making a jingle just for her, announcing it as ‘Mrs O’Dowd’s Take That time’. I could get her to come in and record a few introductions for the songs. I should write that idea down.

The next song comes to an end; it’s Prince’s ‘Cream’. I fade it down and press pause on the playlist, before looking out of the window to announce that this May 2nd is looking to be a soft day, thank god. The clouds are a light downy grey and there’ll probably be rain later as there usually is, but remember that’s what keeps this beautiful county of Connemara looking so lush and green.

The next song is by Bon Jovi. Bon Jovi can suck my balls for all I care. The music I play isn’t totally to my taste but I have to always keep my audience in mind, and the audience who listens to Radio Clifden is very diverse, from teenagers in their bedrooms to shop workers in their sixties to office workers in their forties, so there has got to be something for everyone, and there has to be something for me too, obviously.

Naturally I make sure I abuse my position as the only radio station for miles around by making them listen to songs I like. What’s the point of having a radio station if you can’t inflict your musical preferences on others, and with enough exposure the listeners actually come round to and possibly even like acts they would never have heard of. I like the idea of the workers at the freight warehouse shuffling along badly to some ska on a Tuesday afternoon in a remote town in the west of Ireland, 3,000 miles and forty years from where and when it was first recorded.

I have to remember not to play anything too extreme though, as that’s the stuff that makes people switch off. The bland stuff flows right over them, they don’t even notice it. It’s the opposite with me; the bland stuff makes me want to smash the radio in.

I scan the RTE website for the news headlines, which I read out as close to quarter to the hour as possible. I check the playlist for the afternoon and that there are enough songs dragged and dropped to cover it all. I paste in a couple of ads too.

Before I sign off and get back to school I set the afternoon puzzler. This afternoon it is: ‘How many colours are there in a rainbow? And we should know that, as we get more rainbows than anywhere else in the world right here in Connemara, yes we do and that is a Lex Fact.’

A ‘Lex Fact’ they know is anything I make up and can’t prove.

‘I’ll be back at half four, in time for the home stretch, be seeing you all then,’ and I switch back to the playlist.

So that’s my lunchtime. I go down the stairs in two jumps, using the banister and wall to help me swing down, pick up my bag and then head off back to school. Economics class this afternoon. I did my homework this time so it should be no bother.

As school subjects go I like Economics the best; it’s sort of about people and predicting what they do. Besides if I’m going to live in London, I’ll have to know about business: everyone knows about it in the City. I should start getting the London FT, I think. I’ll talk to me Da about getting it when he gets home tonight.

Yeah, so that’s me and me radio station. I mean it’s a pirate radio station, it’s not like it’s proper proper; it’s just me in my bedroom playing some songs from my computer. I started it two years ago just playing music on a small signal so people in our town would have something on FM to listen to. That’s the problem with us in Clifden: we’re miles from anywhere, on the real arse end of the west coast. The FM signals from Galway don’t usually carry all the way out to us, so we get the occasional medium wave radio stations but they don’t really play much music.

So that’s when I decided to start Radio Clifden. I have a huge collection of music that I ripped off the Internet and downloaded from BitTorrent and sites like Kazaa or LimeWire. I’ve got like 5,000 songs stored on my computer so I’ve got plenty of tracks.

I started off just playing songs then moved on to recording the odd jingle, just the odd ‘You’re listening to Radio Clifden, where the music is just for you,’ cheesy, no? But I just wanted something so that they knew it was coming from their area, that they could identify with.

My little brother Sean does a freebie paper round, so I printed up some flyers and used him to drop them off with his papers with the setting 106.5 FM on them, and I dropped one through the letter boxes of all the shops in town one evening.

The broadcasts were only when I came home from school from 4 to 6 p.m. I was too nervous to actually say anything, and I was worried it would come out wrong, so I just concentrated on playing songs.

In the jingles I gave out the station’s frequency and Hotmail address for comments. The day I got my first email was brilliant, proper exciting: it was proof people were listening. I’d been broadcasting for three weeks and I didn’t know if anyone was receiving it or tuning in. I hadn’t told anyone at school and no one had mentioned it to me. The email was from Martha Fenwick, she’s Tommy Fenwick’s mum who was in my year at school but has moved to Dublin to work as an apprentice printer. Her email just said, ‘Hello,’ nothing more than that, it was sweet though. ‘Hello yourself, listener number one.’

Knowing people were listening started to make me worry more. I wondered how many people were listening and did they know who I was. I liked it being anonymous, no shame that way.

And of course technically it was illegal. So I did think there was a chance someone might report me if they found out who I was. But my Da is great mates with Peter O’Reilly, who is in the Garda in Clifden, and he checked it would be OK with him. Peter said as long as it doesn’t interfere with any of the emergency frequencies it was fine by him. In fact he added one other proviso – ‘Don’t play any bloody Van Morrison.’ He hated Van Morrison, something to do with the Sixties, but according to my Da if I played Van Morrison he’d set the police dog on me.

So gradually I started speaking into the microphone; back then for a microphone I used one ear of a pair of headphones that was plugged into the microphone socket. I would practise like twenty times during the song before actually saying anything.

Really simple stuff: ‘Hi howareya? This is Radio Clifden, that was Red Hot Chili Peppers, and next up some Carpenters.’ It was amazing how nervous I was, chronic; I now knew people were actually listening and it froze me up, not really a help if I want to be a radio DJ one day.

I wouldn’t say my name for ages, so I would get people email and ask who I was. I hadn’t even told the lads, as they’d destroy me if they found out, especially the stuff I was playing, they’d hate it. But then I wasn’t just playing music for them; I’m playing for everyone in the town. We’re a nice town in Clifden. We deserve a decent radio station: it’s not our fault we’re miles from anywhere.

The thing I like doing so much is getting them listening to something they wouldn’t normally hear and then liking it. Like Toots and the Maytals, I love Toots and the Maytals, they’re lethal, and gradually I’ve managed to get people in Clifden to love them too. I mean there’s nothing not to love, they’re deadly. I make sure once a day I stick one of their tunes on, and on Friday afternoon the last song of the week is always their version of ‘Country Roads (Take Me Home)’. I put it on for all the people at work who are getting to the end of the week. It’s the finishing line for them; once they hear that they can go home. Like yer man Freddie Flintstone when he hears that hooter go, time to slide down the back of a dinosaur and head on home.

It’s taken off at the Harp too, Michael now puts it on at last orders. You’ve got until the song finishes to get your drinks order in and by then people are usually pretty drunk so they’ll sing it too which is cool, kind of like ‘I did that,’ I made people like that.

So the day usually goes something like this: I load up the songs before school and then we go live at 8.30 a.m. I need nine and a half hours of music, that’s 570 minutes, which is the golden marker to get to. I sprinkle in a few singles that I’ve recorded, ones like: ‘You’re listening to Radio Clifden on 106.5 FM,’ or ‘Radio Clifden – if it’s not raining now, just give it another five minutes.’ I had one I thought was really funny which was: ‘Radio Clifden – don’t tell the Gardi’ but my Da thought it was cheeky so he made me take it off.

I also got a few adverts: one for O’Dea’s the butcher, one for the Harp pub. Fagan’s Cars have one and so do Keavey Motors. I only put one of their ads on each per day; I don’t want to bore people.

They don’t pay me much: €20 here and there. I don’t chase them down for the money, so they can either send it in or not. Michael at the Harp will give me a free pint if he’s serving, and O’Dea’s tend not to charge my mum if she goes in for a joint of meat.

So I set the music running at 8.30 a.m. before I go into school, then I come back for lunch and do the lunchtime broadcast. Finally I get back at about 3.50 p.m. and do from 4 to 6 p.m.

I sometimes do that broadcast with Davey Mahon. He’s my best bud and we often record sketches after 6 p.m. for the following day, like spoof news stories or a fake history of Clifden.

We did a series about famous people who were born in Clifden and what it was like for them, growing up in the town, but it was people who were blatantly not from here. Winston Churchill, Nelson Mandela, Michael Jackson. We’d go through what they’d been like at school and interview imaginary friends they’d had growing up before they left for the big time, telling stories about how they knew Michael Jackson was destined to make it when they saw how good he was at playing hurling, a first-rate centre half-forward he was by all accounts. Fuck it, I thought it was funny.

Davey used to do a joke-a-day thing but it just didn’t really work so we stopped it. I’m going to miss Davey when I go off to college. Davey’s mental; his whole family is tapped and he’s the product of his environment and the genes, nature and nurture both dealing him a shite hand, and so he was always on a hiding to nothing when he landed on this planet, but he’s a funny lad and I like him, even if most others don’t. We haven’t talked too much about what he’s going to do when I leave. I don’t want to sound like a girl, but it’s too sensitive for us to mention it and we’re lads an’ all, we’re not like going to get all deep and emotional and all that bollocks. I hope he leaves Clifden; he talked about Dublin but I don’t know what he wants to do. He works as a chef at the Continental Hotel usually from seven in the morning until three in the afternoon. He likes the craic in the kitchen and that but I want him to get out of this town if he can.

He reckons he’s scuttled a waitress at the hotel. Won’t tell me her name though, so I know he’s lying just to cover his ass, but I guess I’m just too decent to call him on it.

That’s the one thing that’s bothering me before I go to London: I’m seventeen and I still haven’t had a ride yet. I could of done it already definitely – there’s Trisha Murphy who was in our year at school before she dropped out; she said she’d do me when she was drunk once. But she’s a big unit and I don’t want to do her; besides I know at least five guys who’ve had a go on her, so I’m not starting there.

I can’t go to London a virgin; they’ll all be able to tell, it’ll be so embarrassing. I have a plan; so far it has done nothing for me, but what the fuck. The plan is Michelle O’Reilly; she’s not related to the sergeant, and she’s a total dream. She was in the year above me at school, and I’ve always liked her. I speak to her when I go to Super-Value; she works behind the sandwich counter. I always make sure it’s her that serves me. Oh man she’s lovely, you should see her; her hair is curly, tight curly, and goes down to her shoulders. It’s dark brown, but her eyes are a bluey-green colour, really pale. Oh yeah and when she smiles, oh my god I mean she’s gorgeous. I tell her every time I go in that I’m going to play a song for her, I know they have the radio on at the sandwich counter and they listen to us.

I can’t dedicate a song in name to her though, cos she’s got a boyfriend called Liam, Liam Dansey. Dansey the Pansie as no one called him at school, cos he was three years above me and absolute bullets. And he’s a dick. Obviously he would have to be a dick. I’m sure I would’ve thought he was a dick even if he wasn’t, but it just so happens that he is a dick, proper.

Maybe I could dedicate a track to her as in, ‘This is for you if your boyfriend is a dick.’ She’s what I’m holding out for. Davey thinks I’m wasting my time and going to die a virgin. I don’t want to die a virgin but there’s no chance I’m going to ride some fat scraggy bike just for the sake of it. I’ve got standards; they’re not high but I have some.

So I’ve got this massive few months coming up and my head’s all over the shop. I’ve got my Leaving Certificate exams starting in two and a bit weeks’ time, and if I do as well as I did in my mocks, then I’m going to the London School of Economics to study Economics and Politics. It’s also my eighteenth birthday at the end of July, and the huge news is at the end of August I’m putting on a festival for the radio station and only Toots and the bloody Maytals are coming over … to play … for us … in Clifden. It’s going to be deadly. Seriously, Toots and the Maytals are coming to Clifden, can you believe that? I’ve booked the acts, booked the stage, the tent, the sound; we’ve got three bands as well as them, it is going to be unreal. Clifden has never had anything like it before, and if I balls it up it probably never will again.

So I kind of want it to be a goodbye and a thank you for the radio station and everything. No one wants to take on the station when I’m gone, so I think I’m just going to shut it down and stop it for good.

I’ve written to some proper London radio stations and have got two weeks of work experience with XFM before university starts in mid September. I tried the BBC but that was a nightmare as everyone wants in there and I heard nothing from them.

I’m bricking it at the moment; if the festival all goes tits up I’m going to leave town and never come back. I’ve done the tickets on my computer and have cut them out myself. I need to sell the full sixteen hundred to cover my costs. I’ve left them at various places over town to sell with Tupperware boxes for them to keep the money in. Matherson’s has got fifty, the Harp’s got fifty. I’ll see how they get on. I’ve got to do posters soon that I’m going to put up around town and I’m going to start really plugging it on the radio station. I want them to sell out early before the tourists arrive for the summer. Actually, scratch that. I don’t care who comes, I just want them to sell out. I need them to sell out. If they don’t sell out, I don’t cover my money.

It’s Tuesday night which means it’s salsa dancing for Ma and Da. Da hates it but it keeps Ma happy and if he’s learnt anything in twenty-one years of marriage it’s that things are better when Mum’s happy.

It also means that I’ve got to get dinner. I’m going to walk into town and get three baguettes from Michelle. Michelle works five days a week from Monday to Saturday and she has Wednesday off. I never go on Wednesday.

On the way through town Mrs O’Dowd spots me and scuttles across the road to thank me for playing the Take That song earlier on. She pats me on the upper arm, before rubbing me like a horse, then scuttling back across the road. Apparently when the songs come on she stops everyone in the shop from doing anything and turns the music up so she can listen to her boys sing.

I walk through the supermarket to Michelle’s counter at the back. She sees me coming and does a little baby wave thing that girls do. My face goes red as I pull a beamer. I thought I’d stopped that happening. I’m a hormonal teenage boy so my body being under my own control and me looking smooth are not options available at present. One day I’m hoping it’ll calm down and I could look the slightest bit cool, but it’s not happening today. She looks a delight today as ever.

‘Now what can I get you, young Mister Lex?’ she says through a smile. She definitely likes me, I’m sure she does. More likely she definitely knows I like her; she’d be a fool not to. She’s probably just being sweet to me, so as to let me down gently. I’m not an eejit.

I wonder what she’d say if I just came out with, ‘How’s about you dump that arsebiscuit of a boyfriend of yours?’ Why do women go for such arseholes? I never understand that. She’s always defending him to her friends; they think he’s an arsehole too.

‘Can I have two roast beef sandwiches with salad and mayonnaise and one salad sandwich with no mayonnaise and no butter for me sister.’

My sister Fiona has gone veggie; she won’t even eat fish. She’s a moron; we live in the west of Ireland with beautiful cows and beautiful fish. She’s such a fool; it’s like taking a deaf person to a gig. Anyway there’s nothing we can do with her and we’ve tried. I told her that in return for the animals getting to live somewhere so beautiful as the west coast of Ireland we get to eat them, it’s a fair deal. God brokered it himself.

Michelle makes the sandwiches with her hands, which incidentally are lovely – all of her is lovely. She looks up to catch me staring at her, and she giggles to herself and finishes off the two roast beef. To be fair, it’s not just me who loves her; everyone loves her. Sometimes at lunch on Saturday she’ll have three guys queuing for her to make their sandwiches while the others behind the counter are free. It must piss Liam off no end, which is a good thing. I’m going to play Dr Hook, ‘When You’re in Love with a Beautiful Woman’ tomorrow. I should write that down.

I have an idea as I’m walking out of the supermarket carrying the sandwiches. At the festival I could have a Miss Clifden competition. She could win it; she’d walk it and I could kiss her on stage in front of everyone, on the lips. That would piss Liam off, which is good. I’ll write that down too.

I get back home just as drizzle is starting to come down. Fiona is downstairs rotting her brain with a soap opera; Sean is upstairs on his PS2. We eat the sandwiches together around the kitchen table, and then they go back to what they were doing. None of us talk during the meal.

I go upstairs to do a bit of my homework revision. Tomorrow is my last English class ever before the study leave. I quite like our teacher, Mr Hickey; he likes to create arguments, or debates as he calls them, in the class. He’s a good guy for someone who cares so much about sport. I’m lucky he’s not going to be marking my papers; he’ll give you an extra mark if you’re one of the sporty lads, which I’m not.

School’s OK for me; I’ve never really minded it. Davey always thought of it as more akin to a prison camp and talked about tunnelling out to freedom. That’s why he left at sixteen after the Junior Cert, which was a shame as, although he was in different streams to me, it meant I had someone to hang out with on the breaks. Not that I get a chance to hang out much these days, with the station and all.

I’m hoping LSE will be different. I like learning new things, but I worry it will be super-hard and above my head. At least I won’t have to ever learn about bloody Marconi again. At school, just so you know my place, I’m like not one of the really cool popular ones because I’m rubbish at sport, in fact I don’t like sport at all. You know there’s that book The God Delusion that everyone is going on about and that guy saying it’s all rubbish and what they believe in is rubbish; why don’t they do one called The Sport Delusion, to challenge all these rabidly devoted people who believe in something that is essentially futile and pointless and achieves nothing? All it does is distract you for two days on the weekend from the fact that your job is fucking boring and going nowhere and that your wife is a fat miserable old bag who’s let herself go. I should write that down, I’m having some good ideas today.

Anyway so I’m not like one of the sporty ones, and I suppose I am one of the clever ones, so I’m bright but not the brightest, and I think I get a little bit more kudos because of the radio station.

Like I’m not as clever as Niall Regan, but then I’m also not a total sack like him.

So I’m sort of one of the middle ones cool-wise, but slightly elevated, does that make sense? Like I’m crap at sport making me not cool, and I’m a bit too clever to be cool, but then I’ve got the station and people think that’s cool, so that gets me up a notch.

So I started up a radio station: I love music and I want to be a radio DJ one day. I don’t have the skill to be a musician, I don’t think I could make it as a singer; I don’t have the balls to go out there. I could play bass, that’s about the height of my stage presence; haven’t got the energy for drums, the talent for lead guitar, the charisma for lead singer. I know where my place would be. Bass, producer or Svengali. I would make a good Svengali but I don’t have the clothes and I think Svengalis have to be evil; you never hear of a nice Svengali. I could be the first nice Svengali.

Failing those I could be a radio DJ, get into all the best gigs, get to hang out with bands. When I go to London I’m definitely going to try to get in a band, just to be in one to see what it’s like and to fail gloriously but I’m going to give it a go. So like when bands come into the studio and I have to interview them I can nod and say, ‘Yeah I used to play in venues like that, isn’t that dressing room disgusting,’ giving me a kind of kinship with them: I’ve walked in your shoes. Man.
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So I started up a radio station: illegal, pirate, underground, bedroom, hobby, those are all the names that get used for these types of get-ups. I prefer the term ‘neighbourhood’ as it is local, made for the people of Clifden by the people of Clifden, or by a person in Clifden.

The Internet was a great source of information; that’s where I found out how to set the station up. Obviously I’ve got a good starting point, in that I’ve got loads and loads of music on my computer already. I got most of it when file sharing wasn’t as cracked down upon as it is now. All my stuff now is secure and I don’t sign up to any file-sharing networks any more, as that’s how they hammer you. I know they got this guy who had like 20,000 tracks on his set-up. I’ve got 5,000 so I reckon I’d be on their radar for definite, if I were to keep at it.

So I’ve got a good starting point. I stuck loads of extra memory onto my PC so it can cope with all the files, and it’s a pretty quick Dell with Intel Pentium processor.

Next part was the mixing desk, so I can open up the mic and speak into it then fade it down and the music back up. I bought this second-hand off eBay from a guy in Birmingham, England. The day it came I nearly pissed me leg. It’s beautiful. I’d carry a picture of it in my wallet if I were sure no one would find out. I had the model picture of it as a screen saver for a while, even though the bugger was sat in front of me.

The only problem with setting a playlist running is the tracks go one into another, so if a song has a long boring beginning or takes a while to finish it’s kind of like dead air which you wouldn’t have on a proper station. So you could never play the Stone Roses’ ‘I Wanna Be Adored’, cos it has got two minutes of nothing and muffled music at the beginning. Usually a professional DJ would talk over that stuff but as I’m not here for 80 per cent of the time I just have to let them run into one another.

The mixing desk I bought was thanks to the money I made setting up websites for people. I’m pretty much the only guy in town for doing stuff like that. Clifden is about 2,000 people and I’m the only one in the area who knows how to set up a website and who knows how to do it halfway decently. I’m not that good neither, especially when you see some of the sites out there. The thing was I could do it, I didn’t cost too much and there was a sudden rush of people asking for them: the hotel, the restaurants, the pubs all needed them. Tourists would ask if they had a web page when they phoned up or visited, so they found out who did their neighbour’s website and it all came back to me.

I just do a basic-stuff home page plus five or six offshoot pages, and with a few questions to tailor it for them and some pictures, a bit of narrative and a contact email address, I was able to knock them out at €600 a pop. Not bad for an afternoon’s work. I made them think it took me a week though, so they thought they were getting value for money.

I’ll admit that I am a bit of a geek; I like the minutiae of life that builds up to bigger things. I was always interested in taking things apart and putting them back together, like CD players, to see how they worked, and to look at the circuit boards on computers: they fascinated me. I’ve just got to know how it works. I would love to take a telly apart, can you imagine how clever you must have to be to understand how a telly works and how all the parts link together, let alone to be the person to invent it in the first place. I wonder if people are only so clever for one part of the TV, like the chips and circuit boards, and someone else is clever for another part. I wonder if someone knows how every piece of a plane works or one guy is the engine guy and one guy is the electronics and one guy is the wings and hydraulics. Man, sometimes there’s just too much stuff to know. I’m never going to know it all. It’s like that Ian Dury song, ‘There Ain’t Half Been Some Clever Bastards’.

So anyway I just used the same template on everyone’s set-up, €600 in cash and www.Bob.ie is your uncle. Most of the computer and radio equipment is paid for out of that money. I’ve got some saved up for when college starts but it has also meant I haven’t had to get a part-time job over the summer, which is sweet as I’m pretty crap at dealing with the tourists and that’s all the summer work there is around here.

This town isn’t the most embracing towards the advance of the Internet but there are a few real surprises. Because of the setting-up websites stuff and all, I would often get asked general computer stuff by people who know what I can do but I don’t even know them. I was the town’s unofficial IT department for a while. Like Percy Milne, an old English guy who retired here, he must be eighty-odd, and he got a computer delivered so he can link up to see his daughter in Australia and his grandsons. I had to go round his house to set it up for him and write down the instructions and tape it to the table. I did that one for free; he’s a nice old guy. His house smells of death since his wife passed away but he’s sound. I put the child protection filter on his computer, so he didn’t have to see any unwanted images. I don’t want him to have a heart attack and it all be my fault because I hadn’t protected him from the filth out there. I’m not having that on my conscience.

Imagine having to explain that to his daughter at the funeral: ‘I’m so sorry for your troubles … yes you’re right, it was me who unfortunately discovered his body; his face was frozen in shock as lesbian nymphets wrestled in chip fat across the monitor screen … I like to think he died happy, if somewhat shocked.’

Anyway someone had told someone, who had told him that I was the guy to talk to for all the web-Internet stuff. It’s not that I’m that much cop at it, it’s just no one else can really do it, hence cleaning up when it came to setting up websites for some of the businesses in town.

So I got the music, got the mixing desk; all I needed was to be able to transmit it. The transmitter cost me €600 but came with an aerial and
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