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The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie
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The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie 

was what I was reading that day. 

The crème de la crème girls 

wormed their way into my August 

head as the lake shimmered,

a migraine just above my eyes.

I blocked it out, kept it all at bay.

The burrs of Edinburgh lying in my head 

kept me safe with Jean and the girls

in that faded bedroom with its wardrobe 

of walnut, the much-used mirror mottled. 

I was surprised I was left there that long, 

reading on my bed in the close afternoon.

It must have been hours – I finished the book – 

Nobody came to check up on me,

call me outside as it was such a lovely day. 

Later I was angry with Miss Brodie.

I could never look at her again.

She had kept me unknowing, trapped

in her garabonde straitjacket of snobbery, 

Morningside cardigans, rigidity, mockery. 

While outside there was dying.

The lake shone whitely, meanly in the sunlight. 

Not even the buzz of an insect shut inside 

broke the silence of that long afternoon.

I clung to Miss Brodie in the haze 

until they eventually came to tell me, 

the 11-year-old sister with a book.
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Being young
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We gathered primroses and daffodils, those big bitches of flowers. Primroses we liked, snowdrops were cissies and buttercups were boring. Bluebells covered the woods in a lilac haze you couldn’t spoil by picking.

We walked through gorse bushes and into the mud that clung, wouldn’t release us. Out at the lake, we looked into the murky water and thought how ugly it all was. As soon as we could, we drove into a countryside, bursting with spring.

We stepped in cow shit, cursed, ran from snarling dogs, cowered in fear. On hot, angry days, we drove to remote, mean villages to laugh at them, happy in the knowledge that we would do so much better than that.
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Slane sisters
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On the long drive home, 

my father found the time 

to make a stop in Slane.

To soothe me with the story 

of the sisters and the houses

their father had built for them.

The houses loomed large. 

Each became a sister to me, 

dark, straight-backed, tall. 

The four sisters looked out, 

each from their own corner, 

beautiful, pale-faced, strong.

I never gave them husbands. 

The houses their father built 

were enough for me then.

I didn’t think of them as daughters, 

even though it was my father

who gave me their story.

Each time we passed 

through the village of Slane 

and not once did he spoil it 

by saying a word about

the sisters’ intense hatred. 

Each for the other.
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Old school
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Mean, daylight-stopping windows 

weep green slime down silenced walls. 

I step back, recoil from the lessons 

my father may have learned here.

I see him on a bench, small, myopic 

in a round-collared, velveteen suit. 

His confirmation outfit in one of the 

rare photos we have of him, young.

His eyes narrow, tongue creeps out shyly 

as he scrapes chalk across a slate.

He is all nerves and possibility.

I make the quivering cane miss him.

When we were sick he would rush in 

on his lunch break from the office, 

thermometer aloft, knitted brow, 

scientific interest defeating concern.

He would have been a doctor 

if he had had the chance.

Instead, he moved pen across page. 

All his life, his tongue in his cheek.
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Welfare
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Grouped for height, heft, size, 

not age, friendship or kinship, 

gap-toothed, scrubbed red-raw. 

They squint, startle at the flash.

It must have been the occasion 

of a visit from a welfare man,

tasked to photograph for the records 

the children who lived at the home.

The glare scattered them to the hedges. 

They ran to hide, half-wild, in the fields. 

Gathered stones, berries and sticks.

Sucked the sweetness from clover.
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At Letterfrack
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I still see him out there

in the fields at Letterfrack,

a beautiful, half-starved boy, 

skin drawn across his cheek.

Everybody knows him but 

nobody lays claim to him 

as he goes about his work,

pulling weeds from the earth.

His breath whispers in the 

stones of the mountainside. 

His hollow gaze follows me 

across the fields as he works.

And even the trees are appalled 

that I walk in such a place.
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September when
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The endless fall backwards into September, 

on a golden afternoon at five past five.

A green-jumpered father digs the garden, 

mouths his worries to the god of evening mass.

Wednesday piano, and the stomach clench 

of school, the teacher’s coming, she’s coming

and you don’t know your Irish, but you do know 

your conkers and you’re a hazard on the roads.

Half-way to Halloween, out progging apples. 

Grab what you can, then run like the divil.

The air is sharp with cow dung and fear. 

Briars, horse sweat in the cold drench of dark.

Longing for out and running wild as a boy 

caught in a streel of September sunshine. 

Still not a word from the father except to 

his god, who is all ears at evening mass.

Prowling around Woolworths, the trinkets lure. 

Better not rob, just one sweet, might get caught.

Red-faced, livid with the shame of belonging 

in a body all of my own, like no other.

Get away and out, out to the street corners 

as light fades to the magic glow of cigarettes.

A golden-tongued god tells us all we want to know 

in the deep kiss of vodka on open teenage throats.
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