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To Hollie

Lie Down.

Cold Hand.

Slow Heart.

Breathe Deep.

Close Eyes Now

Please. Close Eyes Now

‘Every Second Hurts’, Superstar

‘They do live more in earnest, more in themselves and less in surface change, and frivolous external things. I could fancy a love for life here almost possible...’

Wuthering Heights


Our Lady of Perpetual Succour School for Girls

No sweat, we’ll never win; other choirs sing about Love, all our songs are about cattle or death!

Fionnula (the Cooler) spoke that way, last words pitched a little bit lower with a sexyish sideyways look at none of the others. The fifth-year choir all laughed.

Orla, still so thin she had her legs crossed to cover up her skinniness, keeked along the line and says, When they from the Fort, Hoors of the Sacred Heart, won the competition last year, they got kept down the whole night and put up-in a big posh hotel and... everything, no that I want that! Sooner be snogged in the Mantrap.

Know what the Hoor’s school motto is? Fionnula spoke again, from the longest-legs-position on the wall. She spoke louder this time, in that blurred, smoked voice, It’s ‘Noses up... knickers DOWN’!

The Sopranos all chorted and hootsied; the Seconds and Thirds mostly smiled in per-usual admiration. Quietly, so’s only the Sopranos-half of the wall could hear, Fionnula goes, Look girls, the Hoors’re no even IN it this year. Shows how chronic the standard is; we stick thegether on this and there’s no ways we’ll win, won’t even get in the second round! We’ll be plonked on the bus an back here in plenty time for the Mantrap slow dances and all manner of sailors’ jigs.

That’s IF submarin-ers are in the Mantrap. And that’s IF we get past that new bouncer, he hasn’t got off wi a single one of us! (Ra)Chell was calling out, just from along, where some taller Seconds and Thirds separated her.

(A)Manda Tassy recrossed her legs, looking a little uncomfortable, cleared her throat and announced, I’ve got in the Mantrap three Saturdays running! Manda who could never afford cigarettes an was aye bumming them, placed one of her big sister’s duty free Camels into her lips without even offering round, an from a pack of twenty!

Kylah squinted severely, though Manda was next her, Kylah went, That’s cause you’re the dying image of your big sister.

Are you JOKING Kylah? Manda blew smoke, Have you SEEN Catriona’s suntan!

I’ll no see a thing the day, Kylah muttered.

Orla giggled and smiled, her braces showed, Yon medallion man, the bouncer, he’s only there cause he couldn’t get a chef’s job anywhere. He’s from the Island. He’d get on well with Chell cause he has a love of animals; he can only tell the ages of sheep!

Aye, goes Chell, From behind.

Those within earshot laughed. Manda coughed.

Kylah chortled, frowning up and down the line as if watching a fast tennis rally and says, The Island, where no horse is safe as long as there’s a table or chair left!

Fionnula shrugged shoulders laughing, lit another cigarette an goes, As long as we ALL stick thegether. It was spoken as what it was: a warning to any Seconds or Thirds who might be taking the competition too seriously and who didn’t have the priority of a night on the town later; it was a threat to anyone with delusions of grandeur.

The Sopranos leaned forward an looked at Kay Clarke from Seconds who, virtue of her limb-length, sat trapped, sombre and silent amongst them, then they glared down the length-of-legs school wall towards the short-arse end and Ana-Bessie.

Snobby Kay Clarke and Ana-Bessie Baberton fee-paying (their Old Men, one Port Solicitor, one Consultant up the Chest Infirmary) stared stubborn cross-square to the statue of JL McAdam, surveyor, advocate of tarmacadam and national hero. Kay and Ana-Bessie were aye willing to admit bursary girls like Fionnula had ‘colourful character’. Inwardly, the two middle-class girls consoled themselves: Fionnula’s legs were ‘actually’ too thin and there was always the fact Fionnula’s parents only had a bought council house up the Complex.

The school wall afront the square, with its iron railings, curved round to the slope by the side entrance (the polishy-smooth stubs were the old iron bars, sawed off for the war effort in the forties); the upward slope of pavement delineated the precise order the choir aye sat in, ’ccording to the length of each girl’s legs from arse on the old polished stubs down to the chewing-gum-blotched macadam.


	CHOIR ORDER ON LENGTH-OF-LEGS SCHOOL WALL

	GIRL	VOICE	INSIDE LEG

	Fionnula (the Cooler)	Sopranos	35”

	Kylah	Sopranos	35”

	(n.b. Fionnula (the Cooler) and Kylah an agreed First Equal but Fionnula always sits on outside.)

	(A)Manda Tassy	Sopranos	34¾”

	Kay Clarke	Seconds	34½”

	Yolanda McCormack	Thirds	34¼”

	Assumpta	Thirds	33½”

	(Ra)Chell	Sopranos	32¾”

	Orla	Sopranos	32½”

	Aisling	Seconds	32”

	Iona	Seconds	31½”

	Shuna	Thirds	30”

	Fionnula (ordinary)	Seconds	30¼”

	English Katie	Seconds	29½”

	Ana-Bessie	Seconds	29¼”

	Fat Clodagh	Thirds	28¼”

	Wee Maria	Thirds	27¾”



On the flat, leaden school roof above the fifth-year choir and close to the speeding dawn clouds, Our Lady stood. Her sculpted shawl surmounted by an alert, perched seagull with a hooked, yellow beak – the cheeriest colour around. A scrawk from Lord Bolivia down in the New Chapel below, made the gull lean and fly forward off the BVM.

Our Lady of Perpetual Succour’s dead, stone eyes were cast way over the teenagers below. The gaze looked above the slates of McAdam Square and the railway station clock, to the bay, beyond. She stared constant at some theoretical point, dependent on the angle of the reinforced concrete block Kirkham & Sons Construction had power-bolted her onto, year she descended down from heaven, under a Westland helicopter.

Her left arm was held out with a daft and neverending finality, offertory fingers appealing, though only ever receiving a tiny curlicue of sparrow’s dropping; only ever delivering a slow sequence of rain drips to the sheered height way down onto the concrete playground below, where, every September, girls on their first day would bawl up to her: Don’t jump things can’t be that bad! Don’t do it! Suicide’s a sin.

That morning, the statue’s rampant gaze drove across the surface of the port’s baywaters as perusual but, it seemingly settled for once on the long black vessel now anchored there, even the communications aerials on the nuclear submarine’s conning tower, no reaching above the cloud-looped summits of the distant island mountains.

Orla yawned, moved her hand over her still-short hair, looked at her palm as if still surprised. She yawned, poked a finger in to the back of her mouth, took it out again and proclaimed, Chell’s right enough, wi these navies from all countries, yous never can be sure if they’ve shore leave. Those greeny uniform ones did, but yon last destroyer didn’t and you never know if you can count on them going to the Mantrap; who’s to no say they’ll go get taxis out the Barn or somewhere we can’t get to?

They always go to the Mantrap for a drink even if they do go on, some aye stay. And funny though if those last didnie come ashore how come Michelle McLaughlin still managed to get pregnant offof it!

A few cassandras of laugh tremelled along the wall.

From top the wall Fionnula burred, Aye, it’s a disgrace if they don’t come ashore and them signed to NATO an everything! She sighed.

Everyone laughed. Even the girls who wernie doing Higher History.

Spotty Fat Clodagh from right along yelled out, cross square, By the way Manda, Michelle did not get pregnant by yon destroyer, it was one the Pakistani lads come up for Saturday market in their van.

There was dubious silence. Cross square, two gulls crawed an tugged at a fat binliner on the pavement by the amusement arcade, boarded for offseason.

Rural depopulation? NO chance with Our Ladys about, Kay Clarke sighed.

Manda leaned forward and met eyes with Fionnula across Kylah’s thighs, the look meaning: No that you’ll ever contribute, you lightweight, university-bound virgin.

There is an old county council Ceil Meile Failte road sign just outside port, before you swing steering wheels round the high hairpin above the buspark. When Fionnula and Manda were Second Years they nicked a little pot of Airfix paint offof Kylah’s big brother Calum.

It was the time that First Year herself, a thirteen-year-old from Our Lady’s got pregnant in the van, her bare back below the lifted blouse, sticking to the uncomfy cellophane-wrapped cartons. He was twenty-nine, refiller of cigarette machines, responsible for the entire West Coast!

Fionnula can still mind wearing their tight jeans and very white and pink trainers, being crouched up, faces close, gigglestifling in the dry ditch next the main road, then leaping out the gain when each last vehicle headlights passed and carrying on the handiwork with a make-up brush.
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Then leaping back into the ditch as a great shift of headlight oozed round in the dark and them both cooried up, part of the tremulous, excited-feeling cause the vandalism, but also reaching for their own little, convexy belly-buttons snipped into shape by the National Health, knowing one day they would give in to some lad.

I read somewhere that submarine-ers...

Submariners, Fionnula grunted.

Submar-in-ers; that if they get a cut or something, cause they’ve been away under the waters for so long, it’s done something to their... (Wee Maria McGill, who’d once used Vanish soap stain-remover to try get a bad henna out, had kinda stumbled into this, but she just looked along to Orla and bravely soldiered on)... Done something to their, blood.

Aye. Haemophilia. It’s in Biology. Orla, who’d had chemotherapy, let Wee Maria go on.

Aye. Well if they get cut or that it won’t stop bleeding for ages cause the air stuff they’ve been breathing down there.

There was contemplative silence then Orla spoke out their collective image, Aye! And when they submariners spunk with all their wanks down there, it just keeps coming out and coming out...

Everybody laughed cause it was Orla’s crack.

... Inside their submarine – it would all just fill up with spunk and they’d all drown in it!

Yeauch!

Ah, dinnae scum us out! goes Chell.

Here in their spunky grave lie the hundred brave sailors, Fionnula’s voice came from top the wall.

We’ll test it out the night girls! Manda’s filthy laugh came.

AYE!

Yolanda dropped her cigarette and yawned, Condom.

Fuck!

Nine or ten limbs of the smokers, all in flesh-coloured tights, with socks pulled up above the knee to make the legs appear longer, pulverised half-smoked cigarettes into the tarmac pavement. Each black, flat-bottom shoe that did the grinding, sported completely different, luminous, day-glo, interwoven, painted or rainbowy laces: the only means of self-expression remaining.

Various novelty lighters that played tunes (ironic wedding marches and Lambadas) B&H, Regal, Embassy, Marlboro reds and Light, Silk Cut and Yolanda’s Lambert & Butler! All packs of ten, part from Manda, were returned to suspiciously full backpacks. Some cigarettes were rapidly nibbed then slipped into the secret, folded hems of the specially shortened tartan skirts.

Orla grit her teeth, bared her retainer braces in a fake smile, says, Look at her walk, its like she’s got the most gi-normous sanitary towel jammed between her legs.

Carrying her famous blue bucket, today full of parental consent forms and her own choral arrangements, held wind-safe under a hefty nineteenth-century bible, Sister Condron approached cross McAdam Square, beneath the collapsing and hanging dramatics of dawn clouds.

Aisling was mumbling, I’d a dream like that.

What? Shuna goes, but smiling straight ahead.

You know? A guy got handjobbed offof me and it not stopping, it just gushing an gushing out, goggles, whole goggles of it just gushing an gushing out filling ma bedroom an just knowing mum would find out!

Kay Clarke goes, I’ll look that up in my Freud Dream Dictionary. Don’t know what I’ll look under.

Try Wanker, Manda coughed.

Fionnula spat out a laugh.

Shush.

Good morning girls.

MORNING SISTER CONDOM. Perfectly synchronised, each of the sixteen girls slithered off the wall to lengthen the look of their specially-shortened skirts.

Sister Condron breached the kerb, canted, swayed, straightened, spoke: All together, Forth Let The Cattle Roam! She dropped the bucket, lifted one arm pointing at heaven.

Sister, it’s half eight in the morn, Fionnula snapped.

So Fionnula McConnel. Is your voice still in your bed?

Ana-Bessie and Kay Clarke alone giggled.

In a bland, soft whisper, Manda says, Good King Wenceslas.

Fionnula let out a spirtle of crack-up, waggled her tongue, looked left and right, eyes away wi it then says, One, two, three. The Sopranos sung in the tight dawn air, an immediate beauty, like flags cracking in the wind. The sound moved cross square:


Good King Wenceslas

Last looked out

On the Feast of Stephen

The snow lay round about

Deep and crisp and even



NO. GIRLS! FORTH LET THE CATTLE ROAM.

But recalling December humiliations on Port streets with stupid hats on, the Seconds joined the Sopranos in a two-parter, cuddled in the neath, the Thirds waited and bassed the thing, even splitting the carol, messing about with a four-parter, looking each other in the eye to keep silent times.

A window canted out cross square, a night shifter fro the Alginate just a-bed leaned out roaring, Christmas so soon? Fuckin shut it ya wicked wee Catholic heathens.


Lord Bolivia

As each girl moved through, touching holy water to forehead, the ones with chewing gum ceased then began chewing again after they passed Sister Fagan the Pagan in the vestibule and entered New Chapel. An odd whistle of the Christmas carol brought a seething back glance from Sister Condron down the front.

Girls passed on inwards to the glooms, genuflected in coloured shapes of light then scattered among the pine benches.

The Sopranos took their usual back row. Kylah closed one eye to begin her counting of the mosaic tiles beyond the altar.

Orla nudged, What’s wrong with your eye?

Kylah’s mouth trembled to the soundless, hermetic rosary of her tile-counting.

There was a doldrum wait for Father Ardlui who must’ve been polishing off 7 a.m. Mass at the cathedral.

Kylah was whispering, alternatively to Orla’s side and to Fionnula’s, Here’s a cracker, she was smiling, Saturday there, ma brother invites this sixth year from the high school out for a date. Never guess where?

Where?

I know.

Where then?

Plough Queen Contest.

Got it in one.

The Sopranos began to wheeze thegether.

Kylah kept on, She’s a townie, no long moved up here, Laura Graham, her old man works on the newspaper.

Aye, ah seen her in the Mantrap, she’s really pretty... says Fionnula.

In a kind of Aerobics Barbie sort of way... Manda went.

Aye, well, Calum vites her to the Plough Queen, right? Laura Graham says she’ll meet him at Silvermines hotel by the fields. Calum turns up, jeans, gum boots y’know? Laura Graham is early: fucking stilettos, stockings, wonderbra, G-string, skimpy little red mini-dress and full make-up...

The Sopranos did their famous snigger, ’cept Kylah who just smiled with a hand over one eye.

Ah’ve seen that dress, Fionnula murmured.

Och that’s a shame, Manda whispered, She must really fancy him.

Shush right, I’m telling a story. Calum tries to be polite. They have a drink and he doesn’t mention her clothes but he realises he’s totally fucked it up and he’s no ways even getting a snog out of this. They walk over the fields and she’s giving him queer-enough looks then she sees what it’s all about; know what she says?

What?

‘Plough Queen. I thought it was a beauty contest for farmers’ daughters’!

The Sopranos’ giggles started running away.

‘A ploughing contest for big muscley women! I thought we were on a date!’ goes Kylah, still staring over at the tiles. ‘We are on a date,’ ma brother goes, but she stomps off, side-stepping the cow pats an the spike on one of her stiletto heels sinks into the field and she has to get out them and walk in stocking soles back to the hotel to phone Tommy’s taxi, Billy Farlane was on loudspeakers an he made some snide comment, like ‘...Amazed the JCB formation didn’t ask that young lady to join the diggers in a waltz... !’

Manda let out one of her donkey honks.

Hsss, Sister Condron shushed backwards.

Then Father Ardlui rumbled in from the left and all rose without looking at him, seeking anything to improvise interest on: rafters with the peeling silver stars painted between, or imperfections in the stained glass sheets, or beyond the wall of coloured glass to the slight, reptilian movements and hops: Lord Bolivia, perched above yuccas and flourishing poinsettias in the little courtyard.

Fionnula peered that way, jaloused Sister Fagan the Pagan’s method of hysterically increased growth for her poinsettia tubs – the Sister’s own hormone-replacement-therapy patches wrapped tight around the stalks of the plants.

Father Ardlui suddenly produced his pipe from beneath his emblazoned togs, You may smoke but stub them out before you come up please.

The girls of the choir looked round, mouths forming perfect Os. Pink chewing gum (that was all they normally removed for communion) visible.

Father, Father! Sister Condron waved the hanky she kept tucked up her sleeve from where she sat on front row. Father, you’re in the girls’ school, the girls’ school, you’re not in the Seamen’s Mission! No smoking what so ever.

A unison of tuts came from the rear, two enthusiasts even fumbled lighter and cigs back in bags.

Umm. Mmm. Oh-Umph. Father Ardlui repocketed his pipe, within the swelling Minoa of his inner garmenting.

Yolanda McCormack let out a rich, rounded smoker’s cough, tinted with goggles of potential phlegm. The Father reached a wide sleeve within his wrappings, removed half a deposited tube of Tunes cough lozenges, thumbed one out with his shovel-like nail and threw it, expertly at Yolanda. It missed her eye, slapped on her shiny forehead then cracked instantly to the floor by the kneeling cushion. She immediately stooped, peeled and popped it in her mouth. (It amused Father Ardlui to see the bent-over fur on the little tongues, their greyness stained artificially raspberry; the warm little menthol breath of acceptance, quivering on his thick fingers before he placed the host there.)

The Father got busy initiating a whole lot of wheels, cogs and judgings up in heaven: twisting a spiritual valve here and pressing in a redemptive switch there; a little bit fine tuning of forgiveness when needed.

The girls’ minds wandered over immense dimensions of diversion.

Regardless, the Father pressed on with his planned opening words, You are all men of the sea. Toilers of the deep. Perhaps, like me, when you saw the vessel anchored in our bay this, morning, your memory was cast back to the excitements of seeing submarines tied up when you were young. I know my mind was cast back to the first time I ever saw a sub. I was young, and left our house to walk to the sweetie shop. As I came down from the Folly Heights, using Jacob’s Ladder, I looked out Westly.

Imagine my Mother’s shock when I arrived breathless, in tears back at our house, crying out that I did not want to be swallowed whole! For my Mother would read, not the gospels, but the Old Testament to me at night. My favourite was, of course, the story of Jonah and I was in such a state, for I believed the submarine was actually a whale, come into the bay to swallow me whole! You will recall from the story of Jonah...

The two nuns laughed at something the Father had says. Some stuff he was dithering on about, he’d mentioned the submarine but now he was on about whales!

Orla turned to her right, whispered, I’ve got a wisdom tooth coming through. Look. After a few seconds, Orla removed a flat, grey blob of chewed gum from out her mouth that, using her tongue, she’d jammed up the back and squeezed. Fionnula took the shiny, slavery block of chuddy, squinted at it and using two erect fingers, passed it on to Manda. The imprint of the emergent tooth had been embossed on the gum. Manda nodded sagely at the little indication of continued life, spoke out a response to one Father Ardlui’s calls and passed back directly to Chell who’d missed it on the way up cos her thumbs were hooked, in boredom, into her skirt. Chell had it placed centre palm and peered at it, curious. She passed it by Orla and touched Kylah who had resumed a recount of the tiles; not wanting to lose her count, Kylah took the gum and glancing at it, popped it into her own mouth, never dropping her one uncovered eye from the tiles behind Father Ardlui; she chewed.

Father Ardlui was going full-tilt now.

I remember once I was in the Capital on a tram, way back in the days when they had trams which shows you how long ago this was! I was sitting right at the front and behind the driver there was a little sign which read, ‘Standing Room only for Twelve persons’. Now some cheeky little child had taken out its pencil and written under the sign, ‘and a wee boy!’

The two nuns giggled delightedly.

Now this of course is interesting for when you think about it, the twelve disciples had their lives changed... a little boy. For the Lord Jesus Christ was just an ordinary little boy...

Father Ardlui was still gesticulating and active up at the altar. The two Sisters had just laughed at something he says. Kylah’s uncovered eye looked above him. She dropped the hand and muttered, Different. Different every fucking time. One hundred and seventy tiles or one hundred and sixty nine or one hundred and seventy one. I’m going to come in here one Saturday and sort this out once and for all, she whispered.

Then you’ll have nothing to do. What is it with your eye?

Ah... don’t have my contact lens.

You’re just wearing one contact lens?

I swallowed the other.

Swallowed it?

It was a bet with ma wee brother. He won.

You’re gonna go round all day with just one lens in?

Aye. Fucked if I’m going on the telly with glasses on.

The girls all beamed at each other as Father Ardlui got his bearings and before he invited everyone up to scoff body and blood, he was asking all to join in thanks and claiming celestial credit, for Orla Johnstone’s healing.

All the girls mumbled together.


Hail Mary Full of Grace

The Lord is with thee

THEEEEE!



All the girls’ heads swung towards Lord Bolivia.


Blessed art though amongst women

WIMMANG... AGH... CUCK CUK PUTAS!

Blessed is the fruit of Thy womb

BLESSED FRUIT WOMB... PUTAS!



Sister Fagan frowned.

Lord Bolivia had been brought back from Sister Fagan’s South American sabbatical, sealed tight in a beautiful, hand-carved wooden cage.

Somewhere near Ciudad Bolivar (formerly Angostura) the big bird had flown into an Iglesia de Santa Barbara and stunned itself near death on the ruby glass image of our Saviour’s Ascension. The parrot had helicoptered down between the pews.

Lord Bolivia returned to consciousness caged in the Venezuelan convent surrounded by muttering nuns, the old women suspicious of a glaring beast – uneasy at its red and green slow-turning head, following the nuns scheming movements across the tiles; at night, prayers became troubled, doubting no soul was within the beast, seeing Satan in its black eyes.

Three technicians brought from the capital to refit the air conditioning (the convent was the only fitted building in the town) taught Lord Bolivia a succession of such profound obscenities, the old nuns could only listen to the parrot’s catechism of unknowable, unimaginable sexual practices, like some language from far into the interior.


Jesus

JEEEZZZUSSS

Holy Mary Mother of God

CHUPATE LOS COJONES

Pray for us sinners,

COÑO

Now

Naaa-How

And

Duh

At the hour of our death

HOUR UFF DEATH OUR DEATH

LOS COÑOS

DANDOME POR DETRAS!




No Snogging Through Tennis Fence

AWW Sister!

The girls of the fifth-year choir were assembled in room 37. The Mud Bucket was due: twenty minutes at the gates.

Sister Condron stood top of the room, before a chalk abstract of first-year blackboard graffiti, Now you ALL know make-up is not allowed in Our Lady’s but since you are going to be on the television set we shall allow you it, modestly used. However it will not be applied until we are at the concert hall.

AWW Sister!

What about shopping, Sister Condron?

Amanda. Be quiet.

Manda tutted. She received a hard stare.

Shoelaces. These ridiculous shoelaces. It has gone far enough and from tomorrow coloured shoelaces will not be allowed...

AWW Sister!

This rule will be properly introduced next year when some of you (she smiled at Kay and Ana-Bessie though they’d followed fashion by sporting colourful shoelaces) will remain with us as sixth-year students. And here...

AWW Sister!

... I have sixteen pairs of regulation black shoelaces. I want them put on now, before we board the bus.

The girls threw their bags down in a right cheesed-off manner. They tore laces out and shoved them into blazer pockets. They knelt and bent and perched on edges of desks so their hair, long and loose, plaited or gathered with regulation black scrunchies, slipped over one or other shoulder. Sister Condron spoke, cross their bended spines, BE QUIET! I paid for these laces.

Manda Tassy looked up, face flushed from efforts of bending and tugging tight the new laces, Are Sopranos or Seconds practising last, Sister Condron?

Be. Quiet. I have other announcements with regard school rules and general attitude today.

There was anticipatory hushedness.

It has come to Sister Fagan and I’s attention, and this has been passed on to Mother Superior, that some girls are still wearing more than one earring in each ear. School rules are quite clear about this. Only one earring per ear and (in a hushed tone the little sister added) in no other part of the body.

There was a mush of shrugging smiles and rustle as many turned towards Chell of the Sopranos; they were smiling broadly at her eyebrow socket. Chell and Manda turned their heads busily towards each other.

Sister Condron went on, There are no excuses for two earrings. Although the school cannot prevent you, we will not accept the excuse you are wearing these stud things because your ear has recently been pierced. If you must get your ears pierced and wear these horrible studs for so long, then you must do it at the start of the summer holidays. Personally I think any more than one per ear is an ugly mutilation and I should say we have sent a letter to the hairdresser we hold responsible for this hysterical fad which has broken out among you. Sister Condron looked down at her notes and sullenly announced, The Best Little Hairhouse in Town.

The girls roared. Manda was turning back and forth in excitement, Ma sister’s assistant manageress... Catriona... Her that does all the piercings, Sister... it used to be called Kurl Up and Dye. Do you get that one?

A shriek of appreciation then anticipation went up.

Amanda Tassy. I know you must be excited at the thought of visiting the Capital...

Manda straightened to full height to absorb Sister Condron’s attack.

... But you really shouldn’t display your excitement like a giggly little eight-year-old.

When it was clear Manda wasn’t going to blush beetroot all heads turned to the nun, smiling, mocking.

Even one earring per ear, the use of your gold Gaelic League lapel buttons as earrings is not to continue.

A gasp of laughter went up in full commotion, several girls flicked at their neighbour’s lobes.

BE QUIET! The first crack up of the day and room 37 was silent. Though it was May, the fluorescents lined the strands of the dark-haired ones. A lorry from the Superstore crossed McAdam Square going away to the outlying villages.

GROW UP! You have an important day ahead, for each of you and for Our Lady’s. You each have a responsibility to fulfil, not selfish little indulgences to perpetuate. We have a chance of winning tonight if you would all just believe it and I won’t have a single individual or minority spoiling that chance for others. Yes, school doesn’t start for you till eleven tomorrow but if we can win tonight there will be no school tomorrow. If only you could learn to see the long term. We will all stay in a fine Hotel tonight, if you sing as I taught you on the Judged Songs.

All day today you are representatives of the school. The entire Port is counting on you tonight, as well as your parents. Think of them all day today. And God is watching too. God, d’you hear?

The girls looked at their hands and stared off, except Ana-Bessie; even Kay stared down glumly at her new laces.

The nun repeated deadly slow, The wearing of Gaelic League lapel buttons as earrings will not be tolerated today or any day from now on. Understood? Also. Also, she lifted her notes as if reading from them, The shaving of eyebrows is a perversion which shall not go on in this school.

Unable to laugh, fair flabbergasted, some scrutiny of eyebrows went on. For the nun’s intelligence to be ahead gossip was virtually unknown.

And a last point. Practices have been occurring along the tennis court fence. A pre-Wimbledon passion for the game has clutched our school like multiple ear piercings. These gatherings have been happening at breaks and luncheon hour since, for reasons you well know, all years were banned from going down town.

It is forbidden to gather at the tennis court fence on the edge of the school grounds. We have already warned that loitering on this fence where a large pack of... Boys from the Protestant High School are also seen from Mother Superior’s window to be gathering, is not permitted. The tennis courts are out of bounds unless you are playing on them. This does NOT permit, as happened yesterday, over fifty girls bringing tennis rackets down to the fence with them. Rackets which, from where we were watching, were being put to very little use.

The girls smiled, turning to look over their shoulders.

Now to today.

Who’s practising first, Sister Condron?

The bus shall take us directly to the Concert Hall in the Capital.

Are we not stopping at Rest & Be Thankful?

Yes, yes; if we need toilets, then directly to the Concert Hall. There is no doubt, despite how hard you’ve worked, that you need more work, especially on All Round the House...

The nun smiled, touched, as the Thirds set up a hushed little whisper:


All round the house

Is the jet black night

It stares through the window panes

Crawls in the corners



Manda smirked.

I’m being realistic when I say the Seconds and Thirds need more, work than the Sopranos...

Fionnula (the Cooler), Orla, Chell, Manda and squinting Kylah punched air, tamely hopped and turned beaming at each other.

Girls... you all need work, don’t get blasé or you’ll be here at 11 a.m. before you know it. I’ll be practising the Thirds then the Seconds...

A babble had frothed up.

Quie-et. Then the Sopranos.

Sister? Fionnula’s almost American-like, creamy voice rose, Are we permitted up the city till group rehearsals start. Aye?

Yes Fionnula, you can all go shopping and make your pilgrimage to McDonald’s hamburgers...

A hubbub began...

But you will all be back from those streets on the price of your scalps for your rehearsal time at the Concert Hall. You will not get lost, you wear your uniforms at all times, you keep your blazers and ties on, your new shoelaces remain in your shoes and you conduct yourselves in a manner befitting Our Lady of Perpetual Succour School for Girls. Is that understood by each and every person in this room?

YES SISTER CONDOM.

Yes, Orla?

Sister. Have you seen any sailors from the submarine down town this morning?


Hymn to Orla Johnstone

Kylah, Fionnula (the Cooler), Chell, Manda Tassy and Orla! The Sopranos swinging or shouldering their bags from Room 37 towards the understairs toilets for final cigarettes.

They’ve youth; they’ll walk it out like a favourite pair trainers. It’s a poem this youth and why should they know it, as the five of them move up the empty corridors? We should get shoved aside cause they have it now, in glow of skin and liquid clarity of deep eye on coming June nights and cause it will go... After all what do we amount to but a load of old worn-out shoes?

Issues forth... the simple soul in... uh, God’s eyes, Old Ardlui ground his teeth, tapped his tongue on the chewed end of his unlit pipe inside his mouth. What is it that allows the soul, alma or anima, its delicate structure, to emerge into the things the girls have become, a sinful illusion? An Anatomy of the Soul that is what the world needs. He. growled. He really growled and squinted. At least he’d remembered the Johnstone lassie, the one they helped to Lourdes, at least he’d remembered her name.

Father Ardlui opened the scraping, wobbling wall of red and yellow glass before him; he stooped, bended inwards to the humid well of courtyard among the yuccas, the florid poinsettia petals like distressed fingers – the hormone patches peeled or fallen, curled aside on the dry humus of the tubs. Sister Fagan, women! He shivered, lifting one shoulder straight and he began the massive fumigations of lighting his pipe – the Falcon he would hold upside down in his mouth to stop it filling with rain, whipping it in beneath his vestments just as he approached the gravesides and earliest arrivals of the family clusters... He pulled the door closed behind him.

Characterisation, the Catholic priest mouthed the word. He was writing a novel, was the Father, up in his house at St Orans, on the dining-room table below the hole in the ceiling where the scandalous chandelier had fallen down as the school bus passed. Many of his villagers took it as act of God on Father Ardlui for having such a sinful extravagance fitted; especially the old women who believed two black cats together were messengers from the devil. The Father had it fitted cause the light was good for the writing.

He wasn’t the only one writing a novel within two hundred miles; times were changing, and there was the possibility Niall Dubh, the poet, was sneakily making the biggest typing effort of his life over at Little Australia.

Father Ardlui felt he had almost perfected the grievous, seated stance worthy of a writer, the small Spanish cigar, emerging from the extreme edge of his mouth (left or right – he would roll it between), his seat pulled as close to the dining-room table as stomach would allow – transferring rough draftings of sentences from the left tablet of white paper sheets to the right one using the infinite supply of Sensor Technology pens; the grievous novelistic stance interrupted by the filling of the coffee mug from the large thermos Mrs Mac had left for him. After each five pages in clean handwriting, he would allow himself a pipe and grimace up at the hole. A good novel too, with a reductive style and dangerous vision.

The priest had an unknowing stir as he lifted his face and laughed, the word, Vision, and thick-scented tobacco smoke to the perspex circle two storeys up. The Sister had supervised the hoisting of the transparent ceiling, now besmattered with black and green seagull shit; the sky beyond momentarily blue between lumbering clouds (further through a mess of chicken wire to prevent nestings). It was badly needing cleaned by the janitor that, for surely it prevented light falling to the plants? The janitor here; just a boy. Once in the world all janitors were old. Now young.

Suddenly Father Ardlui says, In a village of La Mancha, whose name I prefer not to recall, there lived not long ago one of those... the priest spoke out, his voice like a stomach rumble, laced with sand, in English, The Sons of Something... Then continued, Those ‘hidalgos’ with lance in rack, ancient buckler, lean nag and fleet hound.

All this from old Father Ardlui in the well of the tiny courtyard, spoken in perfect Castilian Spanish as warily, Lord Bolivia eyed the staring priest and shuffled further along his perch.

Four them were locked inside one cubicle with window above. Orla stood on the pan in the next cubicle, her arms leaned on the top, holding a Benson & Hedges in her fingies that she was pretending to smoke, saying,... So the chandelier fell down when’we were going past in the Mud Bucket...

The other Sopranos laughed and a canopy of cigarette smoke arose. Orla assisted it out the window with an arm wave,... All the old dearies says it was act of God.

Fionnula’s black eyes in her white face looked up at Orla, two pure little globes of bulb-reflection in the blackness, Long ago that happen?

Och ages ago, says Orla, showing her braces.

It was a month back, goes Kylah.

Aye. Orla turned, Ages ago.

You’d think it’s the loco weed he smokes in his pipe.

The girls laughed.

What an old fucking... cunt the Condom was, eh?

Ya can see she’s gonna be right on our fucking tits all day. And that cheeky little besom Kay Clarke and Ana, did ya hear them, fucking laughing...

Talking of tits did you... , Fionnula podged a finger gently into Manda’s left, Bring yur wonderbra?

Course.

Intercourse!

Ooo, Eva Hercegovina, goes Chell.

Fionnula drawled, raised her eyebrows, Eva Herzigova. Hercegovina is where that killing went on...

It was in History...

Eva Herz-athingmy is married to Jon Bon Jovi’s drummer, goes Kylah.

Whats the point in that? Less you’re married to Jon Bon Jovi, what’s the big deal in being married to his drummer, eh? Fuck that.

Fionnula laughed and smiled up at Orla, who grinned back.

Ever thought? Chell goes, That Emilio Estevez and Charlie Sheen, really look like Martin Sheen, their dad, but Emilio Estevez and Charlie Sheen don’t look anything like each other!? I really ponder that some nights, Chell nodded.

Once, Orla started excessively farting; all of one day then at night in the toilet closet of their summer caravan at Tralee Bay.

She was making more noise in that cubicle, the Old Man and Old Dear just outside... More trying to stifle her laughs than anything.

Back home she couldn’t get out of bed, just filling the big top of her duvet with the gas, then it stopped and she was scared.

She remembers nothing of the ambulance took her away from her bedroom, neighbours gathered watching and the night passage down through long concatenation of villages, south towards the Capital.

Now you know when you are really hungry, Orla?

Orla nodded. She was wearing daft pyjamas. Aye.

Specialist had big glasses and hairs grew out of his nose... not out of snotholes but nose itself.

Now you know when you are really hungry, Orla? Well, these cells in your blood are terribly hungry and they are such greedy guts they gobble up your healthy blood cells and that’s why you are feeling so poorly, feeling like bed all the time so, what Mr Sharma is going to do, every morning, is take you up here to radiotherapy. All right?

Uhhuh.

Now I’ll come with you tomorrow, but then Mr Sharma will have you taken up on your own, by one of the nurses, and what we’ll be doing, is buzzing you with our machine here so it cleans the bad blood that’s eating up your good stuff. He leaned forwarders and touched his pen (he never touched her once apart from on that day when they all knew nothing was working and she was jiggered), Now this will make you feel even poorlier than you do just now and you are going to think we are daft doing this but you remember how terrible those bad cells will feel because we are bashing them. He shook his clipboard. You be brave and see.

Uhhuh.

Orla had smiled, not even thinking, turned and smiled – not even afraid at that point, just thoughtless for a blessed moment of relief. She smiled at her Old Dear who, like having a sneezy fit, burst out, just bubbling and bubbling and no ways would’ve Orla too less bloody Old Dear hadn’t and gone to.

Your pubes fall out too! Leaned forward in Barrels Bar with a red baseball cap on, Orla had hushed even quieter to the leaned-forward Sopranos, All ma pubes in the gusset of ma panties; under oxters, legs, ah tell you girls it’s fucking brilliant, out the window with the Ladyshave and the fucking Immac Bikini Line when you’re getting bombarded by the radioactive waves! Orla roared, loud as she could an the Sopranos followed with screams that made the barman, Angie Badhainn, look cross the empty bar from his Free Press (Angie was fortyish and two of the Sopranos had mashed the face offof him in the Mantrap, on summer Saturdays). Each the girls now lifted their Hooch (all diff flavours, Fionnula on her usual Shott’s Vanilla seltzer, Orla: Appeltize). Chell kept going to the toilet and each time she came back her eye make-up was totally fucked. Fionnula swung an arm round her.

They tried to insist Orla didn’t pay for a round but she needed to so she felt alive, still one of them, no a dying virgin who’d lost two stone and still had to wear retainer braces cause no to wear them would mean there was no future.

It wasn’t cause politeness they didn’t want Orla to pay. It was cause they all knew the twenty she was paying with was the money she was saving for the maybe-Greece-or-Spain holiday all five them were going on.

Chell went off to the toilet fore Orla came back from the bar, slowly with a tray, that red baseball cap and the long earrings only highlighting there was no hair hung at the back there.

If Orla Johnstone hud had a wee brother he’d have looked like
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