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—SOMETIMES I FEEL SO NICE —

GOOD GOD ———

I JUMP BACK ——

I WANNA KISS MYSELF ————!

I GOT —

SOU — OU — OUL —

AN’ I’M SUPERBAD ————

James Brown, Superbad
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—We’ll ask Jimmy, said Outspan. —Jimmy’ll know.

Jimmy Rabbitte knew his music. He knew his stuff alright. You’d never see Jimmy coming home from town without a new album or a 12-inch or at least a 7-inch single. Jimmy ate Melody Maker and the NME every week and Hot Press every two weeks. He listened to Dave Fanning and John Peel. He even read his sisters’ Jackie when there was no one looking. So Jimmy knew his stuff.

The last time Outspan had flicked through Jimmy’s records he’d seen names like Microdisney, Eddie and the Hot Rods, Otis Redding, The Screaming Blue Messiahs, Scraping Foetus off the Wheel (—Foetus, said Outspan. —That’s the little young fella inside the woman, isn’t it?

—Yeah, said Jimmy.

—Aah, that’s fuckin’ horrible, tha’ is.); groups Outspan had never heard of, never mind heard. Jimmy even had albums by Frank Sinatra and The Monkees.

So when Outspan and Derek decided, while Ray was out in the jacks, that their group needed a new direction they both thought of Jimmy. Jimmy knew what was what. Jimmy knew what was new, what was new but wouldn’t be for long and what was going to be new. Jimmy had Relax before anyone had heard of Frankie Goes to Hollywood and he’d started slagging them months before anyone realized that they were no good. Jimmy knew his music.

Outspan, Derek and Ray’s group, And And And, was three days old; Ray on the Casio and his little sister’s glockenspiel, Outspan on his brother’s acoustic guitar, Derek on nothing yet but the bass guitar as soon as he’d the money saved.

—Will we tell Ray? Derek asked.

—Abou’ Jimmy? Outspan asked back.

—Yeah.

———Better not. Yet annyway.

Outspan was trying to work his thumb in under a sticker, This Guitar Kills Fascists, his brother, an awful hippy, had put on it.

—There’s the flush, he said. —He’s comin’ back. We’ll see Jimmy later.

They were in Derek’s bedroom.

Ray came back in.

—I was thinkin’ there, he said. —I think maybe we should have an exclamation mark, yeh know, after the second And in the name.

—Wha’?

—It’d be And And exclamation mark, righ’, And. It’d look deadly on the posters.

Outspan said nothing while he imagined it.

—What’s an explanation mark? said Derek.

—Yeh know, said Ray.

He drew a big one in the air.

—Oh yeah, said Derek. —An’ where d’yeh want to put it again?

—And And,

He drew another one.

—And.

—Is it not supposed to go at the end?

—It should go up his arse, said Outspan, picking away at the sticker.

* * *

Jimmy was already there when Outspan and Derek got to the Pub.

—How’s it goin’, said Jimmy.

—Howyeh, Jim, said Outspan.

—Howayeh, said Derek.

They got stools and formed a little semicircle at the bar.

—Been ridin’ annythin’ since I seen yis last? Jimmy asked them.

—No way, said Outspan. —We’ve been much too busy for tha’ sort o’ thing. Isn’t tha’ righ’?

—Yeah, that’s righ’, said Derek.

—Puttin’ the finishin’ touches to your album? said Jimmy.

—Puttin’ the finishin’ touches to our name, said Outspan.

—Wha’ are yis now?

—And And exclamation mark, righ’? ——And, said Derek.

Jimmy grinned a sneer.

—Fuck, fuck, exclamation mark, me. I bet I know who thought o’ tha’.

—There’ll be a little face on the dot, righ’, Outspan explained.

—An’ yeh know the line on the top of it? That’s the dot’s fringe.

—Black an’ whi’e or colour?

—Don’t know.

—It’s been done before, Jimmy was happy to tell them. —Ska. Madness, The Specials. Little black an’ whi’e men. ———I told yis, he hasn’t a clue.

———Yeah, said Outspan.

—He owns the synth though, said Derek.

—Does he call tha’ fuckin’ yoke a synth? said Jimmy.

—Annyway, no one uses them annymore. It’s back to basics.

—Just as well, said Outspan. —Cos we’ve fuck all else.

—Wha’ tracks are yis doin’? Jimmy asked.

—Tha’ one, Masters and Servants.

—Depeche Mode?

—Yeah.

Outspan was embarrassed. He didn’t know why. He didn’t mind the song. But Jimmy had a face on him.

—It’s good, tha’, said Derek. —The words are good, yeh know ———good.

—It’s just fuckin’ art school stuff, said Jimmy.

That was the killer argument, Outspan knew, although he didn’t know what it meant.

Derek did.

—Hang on, Jimmy, he said. —That’s not fair now. The Beatles went to art school.

—That’s different.

—Me hole it is, said Derek. —An’ Roxy Music went to art school an’ you have all their albums, so yeh can fuck off with yourself.

Jimmy was fighting back a redner.

—I didn’t mean it like tha’, he said. —It’s not the fact tha’ they went to fuckin’ art school that’s wrong with them. It’s —(Jimmy was struggling.) —more to do with —(Now he had something.) ———the way their stuff, their songs like, are aimed at gits like themselves. Wankers with funny haircuts. An’ rich das. ——An’ fuck all else to do all day ’cept prickin’ around with synths.

—Tha’ sounds like me arse, said Outspan. —But I’m sure you’re righ’.

—Wha’ else d’yis do?

—Nothin’ yet really, said Derek. —Ray wants to do tha’ one, Louise. It’s easy.

—Human League?

—Yeah.

Jimmy pushed his eyebrows up and whistled.

They agreed with him.

Jimmy spoke. —Why exactly ——d’yis want to be in a group?

—Wha’ d’yeh mean? Outspan asked.

He approved of Jimmy’s question though. It was getting to what was bothering him, and probably Derek too.

—Why are yis doin’ it, buyin’ the gear, rehearsin’? Why did yis form the group?

—Well ———

—Money?

—No, said Outspan. —I mean, it’d be nice. But I’m not in it for the money.

—I amn’t either, said Derek.

—The chicks?

—Jaysis, Jimmy!

—The brassers, yeh know wha’ I mean. The gee. Is tha’ why?

———No, said Derek.

—The odd ride now an’ again would be alrigh’ though wouldn’t it? said Outspan.

—Ah yeah, said Derek. —But wha’ Jimmy’s askin’ is is tha’ the reason we got the group together. To get our hole.

—No way, said Outspan.

—Why then? said Jimmy.

He’d an answer ready for them.

—It’s hard to say, said Outspan.

That’s what Jimmy had wanted to hear. He jumped in.

—Yis want to be different, isn’t tha’ it? Yis want to do somethin’ with yourselves, isn’t tha’ it?

—Sort of, said Outspan.

—Yis don’t want to end up like (he nodded his head back) —these tossers here. Amn’t I righ’?

Jimmy was getting passionate now. The lads enjoyed watching him.

—Yis want to get up there an’ shout I’m Outspan fuckin’ Foster.

He looked at Derek.

—An’ I’m Derek fuckin’ Scully, an’ I’m not a tosser. Isn’t tha’ righ’? That’s why yis’re doin’ it. Amn’t I righ’?

—I s’pose yeh are, said Outspan.

—Fuckin’ sure I am.

—With the odd ride thrown in, said Derek.

They laughed.

Then Jimmy was back on his track again.

—So if yis want to be different what’re yis doin’ doin’ bad versions of other people’s poxy songs?

That was it. He was right, bang on the nail. They were very impressed. So was Jimmy.

—Wha’ should we be doin’ then? Outspan asked.

—It’s not the other people’s songs so much, said Jimmy. —It’s which ones yis do.

—What’s tha’ mean?

—Yeh don’t choose the songs cos they’re easy. Because fuckin’ Ray can play them with two fingers.

—Wha’ then? Derek asked.

Jimmy ignored him.

—All tha’ mushy shite abou’ love an’ fields an’ meetin’ mots in supermarkets an’ McDonald’s is gone, ou’ the fuckin’ window. It’s dishonest, said Jimmy. —It’s bourgeois.

—Fuckin’ hell!

—Tha’ shite’s ou’. Thank Jaysis.

—What’s in then? Outspan asked him.

—I’ll tell yeh, said Jimmy. —Sex an’ politics.

—WHA’?

—Real sex. Not mushy I’ll hold your hand till the end o’ time stuff. ——Ridin’. Fuckin’. D’yeh know wha’ I mean?

—I think so.

—Yeh couldn’t say Fuckin’ in a song, said Derek.

—Where does the fuckin’ politics come into it? Outspan asked.

—Yeh’d never get away with it.

—Real politics, said Jimmy.

—Not in Ireland annyway, said Derek. —Maybe England. But they’d never let us on Top o’ the Pops.

—Who the fuck wants to be on Top o’ the Pops? said Jimmy.

Jimmy always got genuinely angry whenever Top of the Pops was mentioned although he never missed it.

—I never heard anyone say it on The Tube either, said Derek.

—I did, said Outspan. —Your man from what’s their name said it tha’ time the mike hit him on the head.

Derek seemed happier.

Jimmy continued. He went back to sex.

—Believe me, he said. —Holdin’ hands is ou’. Lookin’ at the moon, tha’ sort o’ shite. It’s the real thing now.

He looked at Derek.

—Even in Ireland. ———Look, Frankie Goes To me arse were shite, righ’?

They nodded.

—But Jaysis, at least they called a blow job a blow job an’ look at all the units they shifted?

—The wha’?

—Records.

They drank.

Then Jimmy spoke. —Rock an’ roll is all abou’ ridin’. That’s wha’ rock an’ roll means. Did yis know tha’? (They didn’t.) —Yeah, that’s wha’ the blackies in America used to call it. So the time has come to put the ridin’ back into rock an’ roll. Tongues, gooters, boxes, the works. The market’s huge.

—Wha’ abou’ this politics?

—Yeah, politics. ——Not songs abou’ Fianna fuckin’ Fail or annythin’ like tha’. Real politics. (They weren’t with him.) —Where are yis from? (He answered the question himself.) —Dublin. (He asked another one.) —Wha’ part o’ Dublin? Barrytown. Wha’ class are yis? Workin’ class. Are yis proud of it? Yeah, yis are. (Then a practical question.) —Who buys the most records? The workin’ class. Are yis with me? (Not really.) —Your music should be abou’ where you’re from an’ the sort o’ people yeh come from. ———Say it once, say it loud, I’m black an’ I’m proud.

They looked at him.

—James Brown. Did yis know ———never mind. He sang tha’. ———An’ he made a fuckin’ bomb.

They were stunned by what came next.

—The Irish are the niggers of Europe, lads.

They nearly gasped: it was so true.

—An’ Dubliners are the niggers of Ireland. The culchies have fuckin’ everythin’. An’ the northside Dubliners are the niggers o’ Dublin. ———Say it loud, I’m black an’ I’m proud.

He grinned. He’d impressed himself again.

He’d won them. They couldn’t say anything.

—Yis don’t want to be called And And exclamation mark And, do yis? Jimmy asked.

—No way, said Outspan.

—Will yeh manage us, Jimmy? said Derek.

—Yeah, said Jimmy. —I will.

They all smiled.

—Am I in charge? Jimmy asked them.

—Yeah.

—Righ’ then, said Jimmy. —Ray isn’t in the group annymore.

This was a shock.

—Why not?

—Well, first we don’t need a synth. An’ second, I don’t like the cunt.

They laughed.

—I never have liked him. I fuckin’ hate him to be honest with yis.

———I don’t like him much meself, said Outspan.

—He’s gone so?

He was gone.

—Wha’ sort o’stuff will we be doin’? Derek asked.

—Wha’ sort o’music has sex an’ politics? Jimmy asked.

—Reggae, said Derek.

—No, not tha’.

—It does.

—Yeah, but we won’t be doin’ it. We’ll leave the reggae to the skinheads an’ the spacers.

—Wha’ then?

—Soul.

—Soul?

—Soul?

—Soul. Dublin soul.

Outspan laughed. Dublin soul sounded great.

—Another thing, said Jimmy. —Yis aren’t And And And annymore.

This was a relief.

—What are we Jimmy?

—The Commitments.

Outspan laughed again.

—That’s a rapid name, said Derek.

—Good, old fashioned THE, said Jimmy.

—Dublin soul, said Outspan.

He laughed again.

—Fuckin’ deadly.

* * *

The day after the formation of The Commitments Jimmy sent an ad into the Hot Press classifieds:

—Have you got Soul? If yes, The World’s Hardest Working Band is looking for you. Contact J. Rabbitte, 118, Chestnut Ave., Dublin 21. Rednecks and southsiders need not apply.

* * *

There was a young guy who worked in the same shop as Jimmy. Declan Cuffe was his name. He seemed like a right prick, although Jimmy didn’t know him that well. Jimmy had heard him singing at the last year’s Christmas Do. Jimmy had just been out puking but he still remembered it, Declan Cuffe’s voice, a real deep growl that scraped against the throat and tongue on its way out. Jimmy would have loved a voice like it.

Jimmy was going to see if he could recruit Declan Cuffe. He took his tray and went over to where he was sitting.

—Sorry, eh ——Declan, said Jimmy. —Is there annyone sittin’ here?

Declan Cuffe leaned over the table and studied the chair.

Then he said: —It doesn’t look like it.

Normally Jimmy would have upended the slop on the tray over him (or at least would have wanted to) but this was business.

He sat down.

—What’s the soup like? he asked.

—Cuntish.

—As usual, wha’.

There wasn’t an answer. Jimmy tried a different angle.

—What’s the curry like?

—Cuntish.

Jimmy changed tactics.

—I’d say yeh did Honours English in school, did yeh?

Declan Cuffe stared across at Jimmy while he sent his cigarette to the side of his mouth.

—You startin’ somethin’? he said.

The women from the Information Desk at the table beside them started talking louder.

—Ah, cop on, said Jimmy. —I was only messin’.

He shoved the bowl away and slid the plate nearer to him.

—You were righ’ abou’ the soup.

He searched the chicken curry.

—Tell us an’annyway. Are yeh in a group these days?

—Am I wha’?

—In a group.

—Doin’ wha’?

—Singin’.

—Me! Singin’? Fuck off, will yeh.

—I heard yeh singin’, said Jimmy. —You were fuckin’ great.

—When did you hear me singin’?

—Christmas.

—Did I sing? At the dinner dance?

—Yeah.

—Fuck, said Declan Cuffe. —No one told me.

—You were deadly.

—I was fuckin’ locked, said Declan Cuffe. —Rum an’ blacks, yeh know.

Jimmy nodded. —I was locked meself.

—I must of had abou’ twenty o’ them. Your woman, Frances, from the Toys, yeh know her? She was all over me. ——Dirty bitch. She’s fuckin’ married. ———I sang then?

—Yeah. It was great.

—I was fuckin’ locked.

—D’yeh want to be in a group?

—Singin’?

—Yeah.

—Are yeh serious?

—Yeah.

——Okay. ———Serious now?

—Yeah.

—Okay.

* * *

The next night Jimmy brought Declan Cuffe (by now he was Deco) home from work with him. Deco had a big fry cooked by Jimmy, five slices of bread, two cups of tea, and he fell in love with Sharon, Jimmy’s sister, when she came in from work.

—What age is Sharon? Deco asked Jimmy.

They were up in Jimmy’s bedroom. Deco was lying on the bottom bunk.

—You’re wastin’ your time.

—What age is she?

—Twenty, said Jimmy. —But you’re wastin’ your time.

—I wonder would she fancy goin’ out with a pop star.

The door opened. It was the rest of the group, Outspan and Derek. They smiled when they got in and saw Deco on the bunk. Jimmy had told them about him.

—That’s Deco, said Jimmy.

—Howyeh, said Outspan.

—Howyeh, said Deco.

—Pleased to meet yeh, Deco, said Derek.

—Yeah, ———righ’, said Deco.

Deco got up and let Outspan and Derek sit beside him on the bunk.

—How did Ray take the news? Jimmy asked.

—Not too bad, said Derek.

—The cunt, said Jimmy.

—He wasn’t too happy with the eh, And And And situation either. Or so he said.

—Yeah. So he said, said Jimmy. —Me arse.

—He’s goin’ solo.

—He doesn’t have much of a fuckin’ choice.

They laughed. Deco too.

—Righ’ lads, said Jimmy. —Business.

He had his notebook out.

—We have the guitar, bass, vocals, righ’? We need drums, sax, trumpet, keyboards. I threw an ad into Hot Press. Yis owe me forty-five pence, each.

—Ah, here!

—I’ll take American Express. ———Now. D’yis remember your man, Jimmy Clifford?

—Tha’ fuckin’ drip!

—That’s him, said Jimmy. —D’yis ——

—He was JAMES Clifford.

—Wha’?

—James. He was never Jimmy. What’s your name? James Clifford, sir.

—Righ’, said Jimmy. —James Clifford then. He ———

—Tha’ bollix ratted on us, d’yis remember? said Derek. —When I stuck the compass up Trade Quirk’s hole. ——They had me da up. Me ma ———

—Derek —

—Wha’?

—Fuck up ———Annyway, said Jimmy, —his ma used to make him do piano lessons, remember. He was deadly at it. I met him on the DART there yesterday ——

—No way, Jimmy, said Outspan.

—No, hang on, listen. He told me he got fucked ou’ o’ the folk mass choir. ———D’yis know why? For playin’ The Chicken Song on the organ. In the fuckin’ church.

—Jaysis!

They laughed. This didn’t sound like the James Clifford they’d known and hated.

—Just before the mass, Jimmy continued. —There were oul’ ones an’ oul’ fellas walkin’ up the middle, yeh know. An’ he starts playin’ The fuckin’ Chicken Song.

—He sounds okay, said Deco.

No one disagreed with Deco.

—I’ll go round to his gaff an’ ask him tomorrow, will I?

Outspan and Derek looked at each other.

—Okay, said Outspan.

—So long as he doesn’t start rattin’ on us again, said Derek. —When we’re all gettin’ our hole.

—He’ll be gettin’ his too sure, said Outspan.

—Oh, yeah, said Derek. —That’s righ’.

—Does he still wear tha’ jumper with the sheep on it?

—They weren’t sheep, said Derek. —They were deers.

—They were fuckin’ sheep, said Outspan.

—They weren’t. ——I should know. I drew a moustache on one o’ them.

—Is he workin’? Outspan asked.

—He’s a student, said Jimmy.

—Oh, fuck.

—He’ll be grand, said Jimmy. —He’ll have plenty o’ time to rehearse. ———Hang on.

Jimmy put a record on the deck. He’d brought the deck and the speakers up from the front room. He turned to them again.

—D’yis know James Brown, do yis? he asked.

—Was he in our class too? Outspan asked.

They laughed.

—The singer, said Jimmy. —Blackie. He’s deadly. ——Did yis see The Blues Brothers?

Outspan and Derek had seen it. Deco hadn’t.

—I seen the Furey Brothers, said Deco.

—Fuck off, said Jimmy. —D’yis remember the big woman singer in the coffee place? (They did.) —Tha’ was Aretha Franklin. D’yis remember the blind guy in the music shop? (—Yeah.) Tha’ was Ray Charles. D’yis remember the preacher in the church? (—No.) —Well, th’ was James ———No? (—No.) —In the red cloak? ———The black fella? (—No.) —Yeh have to. ——Derek?

—I don’t remember tha’ bit.

———Well, tha’ was James Brown, said Jimmy. —Hang on ———Rocky IV. Livin’ in America, remember? Tha’ was him.

—Tha’ header!

—Yeah.

—Tha’ was a shite film, said Derek.

—He was good but, said Jimmy.

—Ah, yeah.

—Annyway, listen to this. It’s called Get Up, I Feel Like Being a Sex Machine.

—Hold on there, said Derek. —We can’t do tha’. Me ma would fuckin’ kill me.

—What’re yeh on abou’? said Outspan.

—I Feel Like a fuckin’ Sex Machine, Derek explained. —She’d break me fuckin’ head if I got up an’ sang tha’.

—You won’t be singin’ it, son, said Deco. —I will. An’, personally speakin’, I don’t give a fuck wha’ MY ma thinks. ———Let’s hear it, Jimmy.

—We won’t be doin’ this one, Derek, said Jimmy. —I just want yis to hear it, yeh know, just to get an idea, to get the feel o’ the thing. ———It’s called funk.

—Funk off, said Deco.

Outspan hit him.

Jimmy let the needle down and sat on the back of his legs between the speakers.

—I’m ready to get up and do my thang, said James Brown.

A chorus of men from the same part of the world as James went: —YEAH.

—I want to, James continued, —to get into it, you know. (—YEAH, said the lads in the studio with him.) —Like a, like a sex machine, man (—YEAH YEAH, GO AHEAD.) —movin’, doin’ it, you know. (—YEAH.) —Can I count it all? (—YEAH YEAH YEAH, went the lads.) —One Two Three Four.

Then the horns started, the same note repeated (—DUH DUH DUH DUH DUH DUH DUH) seven times and then James Brown began to sing. He sang like he spoke, a great voice that he seemed to be holding back, hanging onto because it was dangerous. The lads (in Jimmy’s bedroom) smiled at each other. This was it.

—GET UP AH, sang James.

A guitar clicked, like a full stop.

—GET ON UP, someone else sang, no mean voice either.

Then the guitar again.

—GER RUP AH ——

Guitar.

—GET ON UP ——

—STAY ON THE SCENE, sang James.

—GET ON UP ——

James had the good lines.

—LIKE A SEX MACHINE AH ——

—GET ON UP ——

The lads bounced gently on the bunks.

—YOU GOT TO HAVE THE FEELING ——

SURE AS YOU’RE BORN AH ———

GET IT TOGETHER ——

RIGHT ON —

RIGHT ON ——

GET UP AH, sang James.

—GET ON UP ——

Then there was a piano break and at the end of it James went: —HUH. It was the best Huh they’d ever heard. Then the piano got going again.

—GER RUP AH ——

—GET ON UP ——

The guitar clicked away.

And the bass was busy too, padding along. You could actually make it out; notes. This worried Derek a bit. He’d chosen the bass because he’d thought there was nothing to it. There was something to this one. It was busier than all the other instruments.

The song went on. The lads bounced and grinned. Deco concentrated.

—Bobby, James Brown called. (Bobby must have been the man who kept singing GET ON UP.) —Bobby, said James. —Shall I take them to the bridge?

—Go ahead, said Bobby.

—Take ’em all to the bridge.

—Take them to the bridge, said Bobby.

—Shall I take them to the bridge? James asked.

—YEAH, the lads in the studio, and Outspan and Derek, answered.

Then the guitar changed course a bit and stayed that way. James shouted and huh-huhhed a while longer and then it faded out.

Jimmy got up and lifted the needle.

A roar arrived from downstairs.

—Turn down tha’ fuckin’ radio!

—It’s the stereo, Jimmy roared at the floor.

—Don’t get snotty with me, son. Just turn it down.

The lads were in stitches laughing, quietly.

—Stupid bollix, said Jimmy. —Wha’ did yis think o’ tha’?

—Brilliant.

—Fuckin’ brilliant.

—Play another one, said Outspan.

—Okay, said Jimmy. —I think yis’ll be playin’ this one.

He put on Night Train for them. It was even more brilliant than Sex Machine.

—We’ll change the words a bit to make it — more Dubliny, yeh know, Jimmy told them.

They were really excited now.

—Fuckin’ deadly, said Derek. —I’m goin’ to get a lend o’ the odds for the bass.

—Good man.

—I’d better get a proper guitar, said Outspan. —An electric.

Jimmy played It’s a Man’s Man’s Man’s World.

—I’m goin’ to get a really good one, said Outspan. —Really fuckin’ good.

—Let’s go, said Jimmy.

They were off to the Pub.

Deco stood up.

He growled: —ALL ABOARD ——

THE NIGHT TRAIN.

On the way down the stairs they met Sharon coming up.

—Howyeh, Gorgeous, said Deco.

—Go an’ shite, said Sharon.

* * *

Jimmy spent twenty minutes looking at his ad in Hot Press the next Thursday. He touched the print. (—J. Rabbitte.) He grinned.

Others must have been looking at it too because when he got home from work his mother told him that two young fellas had been looking for him.

—J. Rabbitte they said.

—That’s me alrigh’, said Jimmy.

—Who d’yeh think yeh are with your J.? Your name’s Jimmy.

—It’s for business reasons, ma, said Jimmy. —J. sounds better. Yeh never heard of a millionaire bein’ called Jimmy.

* * *

Things were motoring.

James Clifford had said yes. Loads of people called looking for J. Rabbitte over the weekend. Jimmy was interested in two of them: a drummer, Billy Mooney from Raheny, and Dean Fay from Coolock who had a saxophone but admitted that he was only learning how to Make It Talk. There were more callers on Monday. Jimmy liked none of them. He took phone numbers and threw them in the bin.

He judged on one question: influences.

—Who’re your influences?

—U2.

—Simple Minds.

—Led Zeppelin.

—No one really.

They were the most common answers. They failed.

—Jethro Tull an’ Bachman Turner Overdrive.

Jimmy shut the door on that one without bothering to get the phone number. He didn’t even open the door to three of them. A look out his parents’ bedroom window at them was enough.

—Who’re your influences? he’d asked Billy Mooney.

—Your man, Animal from The Muppets.

Dean Fay had said Clarence Clemons and the guy from Madness. He didn’t have the sax long. His uncle had given it to him because he couldn’t play it any more himself because one of his lungs had collapsed.

Jimmy was up in his room on Tuesday night putting clean socks on when Jimmy Sr., the da, came in.

—Come ’ere, you, said Jimmy Sr. —Are you sellin’ drugs or somethin’?

—I AM NOT, said Jimmy.

—Then why are all these cunts knockin’ at the door?

—I’m auditionin’.

—You’re wha’?

—Aud-ish-un-in. We’re formin’ a group. ——A band.

—You?

—Yeah.

Jimmy Sr. laughed.

—Dickie fuckin’ Rock.

He started to leave but turned at the door.

—There’s a little fucker on a scooter lookin’ for yeh downstairs.

When Jimmy got down to the door he saw that his da had been right. It was a little fucker and he had a scooter, a wreck of a yoke. He was leaning on it.

—Yeah? said Jimmy.

—God bless you, Brother J. Rabbitte. In answer to your Hot Press query, yes, I have got soul.

—Wha’?

—And I’m not a redneck or a southsider.

—You’re the same age as me fuckin’ da!

—You may speak the truth, Brother Rabbitte, but I’m sixteen years younger than B.B. King. And six years younger than James Brown.

—You’ve heard o’ James Brown —

—I jammed with the man.

—FUCK OFF!

—Leicester Mecca, ’72. Brother James called me on for Superbad. I couldn’t give it my best though because I had a bit of a head cold.

He patted the scooter.

—I’d ridden from Holyhead in the rain. I didn’t have a helmet. I didn’t have anything. Just Gina.

—Who’s she?

—My trumpet. My mentor always advised me to imagine that the mouthpiece was a woman’s nipple. I chose Gina Lollabrigida’s. A fine woman.

He stared at Jimmy. There wasn’t a trace of a grin on him.

—I’m sure you’ve noticed already, Brother Rabbitte, it was wild advice because if it had been Gina Lollabrigida’s nipple I’d have, been sucking it, not blowing into it.

Jimmy didn’t know what was going on here. He tried to take control of the interview.

—What’s your name, pal?

—Joseph Fagan, said the man.

He was bald too, now that he’d taken his helmet off.

—Joey The Lips Fagan, he said.

—Eh ————Come again?

—Joey The Lips Fagan.

—An’ I’m Jimmy The Bollix Rabbitte.

—I earned my name for my horn playing, Brother Rabbitte. How did you earn yours?

Jimmy pointed a finger at him.

—Don’t get snotty with me, son.

—I get snotty with no man.

—Better bleedin’ not. ———An’ are YOU tryin’ to tell me that yeh played with James Brown?

—Among others, Brother.

—Like?

—Have we all night? ———Screaming Jay Hawkins, Big Joe Turner, Martha Reeves, Sam Cooke, poor Sam, Sinatra. ———Never again. The man is a thug. Otis Redding, Lord rest his sweet soul, Joe Tex, The Four Tops, Stevie Wonder, Little Stevie then. He was only eleven. A pup. ———More?

—Yeah.

—Let’s see. ————Wilson Pickett, Jackie Wilson, Sam an’ Dave, Eddie Floyd, Booker T. and the MGs of course, Joe Tex.

—Yeh said him already.

—Twice. Em ———an unusual one, Jimi Hendrix. Although, to be honest with you, I don’t think poor Jimi knew I was there. ————Bobby Bland, Isaac Hayes, Al Green.

—You’ve been fuckin’ busy.

—You speak the truth, Brother Rabbitte. And there’s more. Blood, Sweat and Tears. The Tremeloes. I know, I know, I have repented. ————Peter Tosh, George Jones, The Stranglers. Nice enough dudes under the leather. I turned up for The Stones on the wrong day. The day after. They were gone.

—Yeh stupid sap, yeh.

—I know. ———Will that do? ———Oh yeah, and The Beatles.

—The Beatles, said Jimmy.

—Money for jam, said Joey The Lips. —ALL YOU NEED IS LOVE ——DOO DUH DOO DUH DOO.

—Was tha’ you?

—Indeed it was me, Brother. Five pounds, three and sixpence. A fair whack in those days. ———I couldn’t stand Paul, couldn’t take to him. I was up on the roof for Let It Be. But I stayed well back. I’m not a very photogenic Brother. I take a shocking photograph.

By now Jimmy was believing Joey The Lips. A question had to be asked.

—Wha’ do yeh want to join US for?

—I’m tired of the road, said Joey The Lips. —I’ve come home. And my mammy isn’t very well.

Jimmy knew he was being stupid, and cheeky, asking the next question but he asked it anyway.

—Who’re your influences?

—I admit to no influences but God My Lord, said Joey The Lips. —The Lord blows my trumpet.

—Does he? said Jimmy.

—And the walls come tumbling down.

Joey The Lips explained: —I went on the road nine, no ten maybe eleven years ago with a gospel outfit, The Alabama Angels, featuring Sister Julie Bob Mahony. They brought me to God. I repented, I can tell you that for nothing, Brother Rabbitte. I used to be one mother of a sinner. A terrible man. But The Lord’s not a hard man, you know. He doesn’t kick up at the odd drink or a swear word now and again. Even a Sister, if you treat her with proper respect.

Jimmy had nothing to say yet. Joey The Lips carried on.

—The Lord told me to come home. Ed Winchell, a Baptist reverend on Lenox Avenue in Harlem, told me. But The Lord told him to tell me. He said he was watching something on TV about the feuding Brothers in Northern Ireland and The Lord told the Reverend Ed that the Irish Brothers had no soul, that they needed some soul. And pretty fucking quick! Ed told me to go back to Ireland and blow some soul into the Irish Brothers. The Brothers wouldn’t be shooting the asses off each other if they had soul. So said Ed. I’m not a Baptist myself but I’ve a lot of time for the Reverend Ed.

Jimmy still had nothing to say.

—Am I in? Joey The Lips asked.

—Fuck, yes, said Jimmy. —Fuckin’ sure you’re in. ——Are yeh on the phone?

—Jesus on the mainline, said Joey The Lips, —tell him what you want. 463221.

Jimmy took it down.

—I’ll be in touch with yeh. Definitely. The lads’ll have to see ——to meet yeh.

Joey The Lips threw the leg over his scooter. His helmet was back on.

—All God’s chillun got wings, he said, and he took off out the gate, over the path and down the road.

Jimmy was delighted. He knew now that everything was going to be alright. The Commitments were going to be. They had Joey The Lips Fagan. And that man had enough soul for all of them. He had God too.

* * *

The Commitments used the garage of Joey The Lips’ mother’s house for meeting and rehearsing. The house was a big one on the Howth Road near Killester and the garage was big too.

When they all got there the first time Joey The Lips had it filled with chairs and rugs. They sat back while Joey The Lips counted them for tea-bag purposes.

—Strong tea, Brothers? he asked.

There wasn’t an answer so he threw fifteen bags into the pot.

They were all there, their first time together.

Jimmy Rabbitte; manager.

Outspan Foster; guitar.

Deco Cuffe; vocals.

Derek Scully; bass. (He’d bought one, fourth-hand—he thought it was second—for £60. The amp and cabinet were £40 extra and sounded it. He’d made a deal with his ma. She’d paid for the bass and gear and he had to pay the video rental for the next eighteen months. There were no flies on Derek’s ma.)

James Clifford; piano.

Billy Mooney; drums.

Dean Fay; sax.

And Joey The Lips.

This was the first time they’d seen Joey The Lips, and they weren’t happy. He looked like a da, their da; small, bald, fat, making tea. He was wearing slippers, checked fluffy ones. One thing made him different though. He was wearing a Jesse Jackson campaign T-shirt.

—Is this the entire band here, Brother Jimmy? Joey The Lips asked.

He was handing out mugs.

—This is it, said Jimmy.

—And what have you been listening to? ——You said my man, James Brown, didn’t you?

—Yeah, said Jimmy. —We’ll be doin’ Night Train.

—I like what I hear. ———And?

—Eddie Floyd. Knock On Wood, yeh know.

—Ummm.

—Percy Sledge, said Jimmy.

—When a Man Loves a Woman?

—Yeah.

—Lovely.

—That’s all so far really, said Jimmy.

—A good start, said Joey the Lips. —I have some Jaffa Cakes here, Brothers. Soul food.

When they heard that they started to tolerate him. When he took out his trumpet and played Moon River for them they loved him. Jimmy had been annoying them, going on and on about this genius, but now they knew. They were The Commitments.

When they’d finished congratulating Joey The Lips (—Fair play to yeh, Mr Fagan.

—Yeah, tha’ was deadly.

—The name’s Joey, Brothers.) Jimmy made an announcement.

—I’ve some backin’ vocalists lined up.

—Who?

—Three young ones.

—Young ones. ——Rapid!

—Are they foxy ladies, Jimmy? Joey The Lips asked.

They all stared at him.

—Fuckin’ sure they are, said Jimmy.

—Who are they? said Outspan.

—Remember Tracie Quirk?

—She’s fuckin’ married!

—Not her, said Jimmy. —Her sister.

—Wha’ one? Derek asked.

—Imelda.

—Wha’ one’s she? Hang on ————Oh Jaysis, HER! Fuckin’ great.

—Which one is it? said Outspan.

—You know her, said Derek. —Yeh fuckin’ do. Small, with lovely tits. Yeh know. Black hair, long. Over her eyes.

—Her!

—She’s fuckin’ gorgeous, said Derek. —Wha’ age is she?

—Eighteen.

—She lives beside you, James.

—So I believe, said James.

—Is she anny good at the oul’ singin’?

—I haven’t a clue, said Jimmy.

—Who’re the others? Deco asked.

—Two of her mates.

—That’s very good management, Brother, said Joey The Lips. —Will they be dressed in black?

—Yeah ———I ——I think so.

—Good good.

* * *

The time flew in.

Those Commitments still learning their instruments improved. The ones ready were patient. There was no group rehearsing. Jimmy wouldn’t allow it. They all had to be ready first.

Derek’s fingers were raw. He liked to wallop the strings. That was the way, Jimmy said. Derek found out that you could get away with concentrating on one string. You made up for the lack of variety by thumping the string more often and by taking your hand off the neck and putting it back a lot to make it look like you were involved in complicated work. He carried his bass low, Stranglers style, nearly down at his knees. He didn’t have to bend his arms.

Outspan improved too. There’d be no guitar solos, Jimmy said, and that suited Outspan. Jimmy gave him Motown compilations to listen to. Chord changes were scarce. It was just a matter of making yourself loose enough to follow the rhythm.

Outspan was very embarrassed up in his bedroom trying to strum along to the Motown time. But once he stopped looking at himself in the mirror he loosened up. He chugged along with the records, especially The Supremes. Under the energy it was simple.

Then he started using the mirror again. He was thrilled. His plectrum hand danced. Sometimes it was a blur. The hand looked great. The arm hardly budged. The wrist was in charge. He held his guitar high against his chest.

He saved money when he could. He wasn’t working but on Saturday mornings he went from door to door in Barrytown selling the frozen chickens that his cousin always managed to rob from H. Williams on Friday nights. That gave him at least a tenner a week to put away. As well as that, he gave the man next door, Mr Hurley, a hand with his video business. This involved keeping about two hundred tapes under his bed and driving around the estate with Mr Hurley for a few hours a couple of times a week, handing out the tapes while Mr Hurley took in the money. Then, out of the blue, his ma gave him most of the month’s mickey money. He cried.

He had £145 now. That got him a third-hand electric guitar (the make long forgotten) and a bad amp and cabinet. After that they couldn’t get him away from the mirror.

Deco’s mother worried about him. He’d be eating his breakfast and then he’d yell something like Good God Y’Awl or Take It To The Bridge Now. Deco was on a strict soul diet: James Brown, Otis Redding, Smokey Robinson and Marvin Gaye. James for the growls, Otis for the moans, Smokey for the whines and Marvin for the whole lot put together, Jimmy said.

Deco sang, shouted, growled, moaned, whined along to the tapes Jimmy had given him. He bollixed his throat every night. It felt like it was being cut from the inside by the time he got to the end of Tracks of My Tears. He liked I Heard It through the Grapevine because the women singing I HEARD IT THROUGH THE GRAPEVINE NOT MUCH LONGER WOULD YOU BE MY BABY gave him a short chance to wet the stinging in his throat. Copying Marvin Gaye meant making his throat sore and then rubbing it in.

He kept going though. He was getting better. It was getting easier. He could feel his throat stretching. It was staying wet longer. He was getting air from further down. He put on Otis Redding and sang My Girl with him when he needed a rest. He finished every session with James Brown. Then he’d lie on the bed till the snot stopped running. He couldn’t close his eyes because he’d spin. Deco was taking this thing very seriously.

All his rehearsing was done standing up in front of the wardrobe mirror. He was to look at himself singing, Jimmy said. He was to pretend he had a microphone. At first he jumped around but it was too knackering and it frightened his mother. Jimmy showed him a short video of James Brown doing Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag. He couldn’t copy James’ one-footed shuffle on the bedroom carpet so he practised on the lino in the kitchen when everyone had gone to bed.

He saw the way James Brown dropped to his knees. He didn’t hitch his trousers and kneel. He dropped. Deco tried it. He growled SOMETIMES I FEEL SO GOOD I WANNA JUMP BACK AND KISS MYSELF, aimed his knees at the floor and followed them there.

He didn’t get up again for a while. He thought he’d knee-capped himself. Jimmy told him that James Brown’s trousers were often soaked in blood when he came off-stage. Deco was fucked if his would be.

There was nothing you could teach James Clifford about playing the piano. Jimmy had him listening to Little Richard. He got James to thump the keys with his elbows, fists, heels. James was a third-year medical student so he was able to tell Jimmy the exact, right word for whatever part of his body he was hitting the piano with. He was even able to explain the damage he was doing to himself. He drew the line at the forehead. Jimmy couldn’t persuade him to give the piano the odd smack with his forehead. There was too much at stake there. Besides, he wore glasses.

Joey The Lips helped Dean Fay.

—My man, that reed there is a nice lady’s nipple.

For days Dean blushed when he wet the reed and let his lips close on it.

—Make it a particular lady, someone real.

Dean chose a young one from across the road. She was in the same class as his brother, third year, and she was always coming over to borrow his books or scab his homework. It didn’t work though. Dean couldn’t go through with it. She was too real. So the saxophone reed became one of Madonna’s nipples and Dean’s playing began to get somewhere.

Joey The Lips was a terrific teacher, very patient. He had to be. Even Joey The Lips’ mother, who was completely deaf, could sense Dean’s playing from the other side of the house.

After three weeks he could go three notes without stopping and he could hold the short notes. Long ones went all over the place. Joey The Lips played alongside him, like a driving instructor. He only shouted once and that was really a cry of fright and pain caused by Dean backing into him while Joey The Lips still had his trumpet in his mouth.

Billy Mooney blammed away at his drums. His father was dead and his brothers were much younger than him so there was no one in the house to tell him to shut the fuck up.

Jimmy told him not to bother too much with cymbals and to use the butts of the sticks as well as the tips. What he was after was a steady, uncomplicated beat: —a thumping backbeat, Jimmy called it. That suited Billy. He’d have been happy with a bin lid and a hammer. And that was what he used when he played along to Dancing in the Streets. Not a bin lid exactly; a tin tray, with a racehorse on it. The horse was worn off after two days.

The three backing vocalists, The Commitmentettes, listened to The Supremes, Martha and the Vandellas, The Ronettes, The Crystals and the The Shangri-las. The Commitmentettes were Imelda Quirk and her friends Natalie Murphy and Bernie McLoughlin.

—How yis move, yeh know ———is more important than how yis sing, Jimmy told them.

—You’re a dirty bastard, you are.

Imelda, Natalie and Bernie could sing though. They’d been in the folk mass choir when they were in school but that, they knew now, hadn’t really been singing. Jimmy said that real music was sex. They called him a dirty bastard but they were starting to agree with him. And there wasn’t much sex in Morning Has Broken or The Lord Is My Shepherd.

Now they were singing along to Stop in the Name of Love and Walking in the Rain and they were enjoying it.

Joined together their voices sounded good, they thought. Jimmy taped them. They were scarlet. They sounded terrible.

—Yis’re usin’ your noses instead of your mouths, said Jimmy.

—Fuck off slaggin’, said Imelda.

—Yis arc, I’m tellin’ yeh. An’ yis shouldn’t be usin’ your ordin’y accents either. It’s Walking in the Rain, not Walkin’ In De Rayen.

—Snobby!

They taped themselves and listened. They got better, clearer, sweeter. Natalie could roar and squeal too. They took down the words and sang by themselves without the records. They only did this though when one of them had a free house.

They moved together, looking down, making sure their feet were going the right way. Soon they didn’t have to look down. They wiggled their arses at the dressing table mirror and burst out laughing. But they kept doing it.

* * *

Jimmy got them all together regularly, about twice a week, and made them report. There, always in Joey The Lips’ mother’s garage, he’d give them a talk. They all enjoyed Jimmy’s lectures. So did Jimmy.

They weren’t really lectures; more workshops.

—Soul is a double-edged sword, lads, he told them once.

Joey The Lips nodded.

—One edge is escapism.

—What’s tha’?

—Fun. ——Gettin’ away from it all. Lettin’ yourself go. ——Know wha’ I mean?

—Gerrup!

Jimmy continued: —An’ what’s the best type of escapism, Imelda?

—I know wha’ you’re goin’ to say.

—I’d’ve said that a bracing walk along the sea front was a very acceptable form of escapism, said James Clifford.

They laughed.

—Followed by? Jimmy asked.

—Depends which way you were havin’ your bracing walk.

—Why?

—Well, if you were goin’ in the Dollymount direction you could go all the way and have a ride in the dunes. ———That’s wha’ you’re on abou’, isn’t it?——As usual.

—That’s righ’, said Jimmy. —Soul is a good time.

—There’s nothin’ good abou’ gettin’ sand on your knob, said Outspan.

They laughed.

—The rhythm o’ soul is the rhythm o’ ridin’, said Jimmy. —The rhythm o’ ridin’ is the rhythm o’ soul.

—You’re a dirty-minded bastard, said Natalie.

—There’s more to life than gettin’ your hole, Jimmy, said Derek.

—Here here.

—Listen. There’s nothin’ dirty abou’ it, Nat’lie, said Jimmy. —As a matter o’fact it’s very clean an’ healthy.

—What’s healthy abou’ gettin’ sand on your knob?

—You just like talkin’ dirty, said Natalie.

—Nat’lie ——— Nat’lie ——— Nat’lie, said Jimmy. —It depresses me to hear a modern young one talkin’ like tha’.

—Dirty talk is dirty talk, said Natalie.

—Here here, said Billy Mooney. —Thank God.

—Soul is sex, Jimmy summarized.

—Well done, Jimmy, said Deco.

—Imelda, said Jimmy. —You’re a woman o’ the world.

—Don’t answer him, ’melda, said Bernie.

Jimmy went on. —You’ve had sexual intercert, haven’t yeh?

—Good Jaysis! Rabbitte!

—O’ course she has, a good-lookin’ girl like tha’.

—Don’t answer him.

But Imelda wanted to answer.

—Well, yeah ———I have, yeah. ————So wha’?

There were cheers and blushes.

—Was it one o’ them multiple ones, ’melda? Outspan asked. —I seen a yoke abou’ them on Channel 4. They sounded deadly.

Derek looked at Imelda.

—Are yeh serious?

He was disappointed in Imelda.

Deco tapped Imelda’s shoulder.

—We could make beautiful music, Honey.

—I’d bite your bollix off yeh if yeh went near me, yeh spotty fuck, yeh.

There were cheers.

Imelda ducked her shoulder away from Deco’s fingers.

—I might enjoy tha’, said Deco.

—I’d make ear-rings ou’ o’ them, said Imelda.

—You’re as bad as they are, ’melda, said Bernie.

—Ah, fuck off, Bernie, will yeh.

—I thought we said slaggin’ complexions was barred, said Jimmy. —Apologise.

—There’s no need.

—There is.

————Sorry.

—That’s okay.

—Spotty.

—Ah here!

Deco grabbed Imelda’s shoulders. Bernie was up quick and grabbed his ears.

—Get your hands off o’ her, YOU.

—As a glasses wearer, said James, —I’d advise you to carry ou’ Bernie’s instructions. Yeh might need glasses yourself some day and a workin’ set of ears will come in handy.

—That’s a doctor gave yeh tha’ advice, remember.

Deco took the advice. Bernie gave him his ears back. Imelda blew him a kiss and gave him the fingers.

—Annyway, Imelda, said Jimmy. —Did yeh enjoy it?

—It was alrigh’, said Imelda.

More cheers and blushes.

—This lady is the queen of soul, said Joey The Lips.

—Wha’ ’re you the queen of? Imelda said back.

—Then you agree with us, Jimmy asked Imelda.

—It’s oney music, said Imelda.

—No way, ’melda. Soul isn’t only music. Soul ——

—That’s alrigh’ for the blackies, Jimmy. —They’ve got bigger gooters than us.

—Speak for yourself, pal.

—Go on, Jimmy. ——At least we know tha’ Imelda does the business.

—Fuck off, you, said Imelda, but she grinned.

Everyone grinned.

—Yeh said somethin’ about a double-edged sword, said James.

—I s’posc the other side is sex too, said Derek.

—Arse bandit country if it’s the other side, said Outspan.

—I’m goin’ home if it is, said Dean.

—Brothers, Sisters, said Joey The Lips. —Let Brother Jimmy speak. Tell us about the other side of the sword, Jimmy.

They were quiet.

—The first side is sex, righ’, said Jimmy. —An’ the second one is ———REVOLUTION!

Cheers and clenched fists.

Jimmy went on.

—Soul is the politics o’ the people.

—Yeeoow!

—Righ’ on, Jimmy.

—Our people. ——Soul is the rhythm o’ sex. It’s the rhythm o’ the factory too. The workin’ man’s rhythm. Sex an’ factory.

—Not the factory I’m in, said Natalie. —There isn’t much rhythm in guttin’ fish.

She was pleased with the laughter.

—Musical mackerel, wha’.

———Harmonious herring.

—Johnny Ray, said Dean, and then he roared: —JOHNNY RAY!

—Okay ——Take it easy, said Jimmy.

—Cuntish cod, said Deco.

———Politics. ——Party politics, said Jimmy, —means nothin’ to the workin’ people. Nothin’. ——Fuck all. Soul is the politics o’ the people.

—Start talkin’ abou’ ridin’ again, Jimmy. You’re gettin’ borin’.

—Politics ——ridin’, said Jimmy. —It’s the same thing.

—Brother Jimmy speaks the truth, said Joey The Lips.

—He speaks through his hole.

—Soul is dynamic. (—So are you.) —It can’t be caught. It can’t be chained. They could chain the nigger slaves but they couldn’t chain their soul.

—Their souls didn’t pick the fuckin’ cotton though. Did they now?

—Good thinkin’.

—Fuck off a minute. ——Soul is the rhythm o’ the people, Jimmy said again. —The Labour Party doesn’t have soul. Fianna fuckin’ Fail doesn’t have soul. The Workers’ Party ain’t got soul. The Irish people ———no. ——The Dublin people —fuck the rest o’ them. ——The people o’ Dublin, our people, remember need soul. We’ve got soul.

—Fuckin’ righ’ we have.

—The Commitments, lads. We’ve got it. ——Soul. God told the Reverend Ed ——

—Ah, fuck off.

* * *

They loved Jimmy’s lectures. His policy announcements were good too.

—What’re they? Derek asked after Jimmy had made one of these announcements.

—Monkey suits, said Jimmy.

—No way, Rabbitte.

—Yes way.

—No fuckin’ way, Jim. No way.

—I had one o’ them for me mot’s debs, said Billy. —It was fuckin’ thick. The sleeves were too long, the trunzers were too fuckin’ short, there was a stupid fuckin’ stripe down ———

—I puked on mine at our debs, remember? said Outspan.

—Some of it got on mine too, Derek reminded him.

—Oh, for fuck sake! said Dean. —I’m after rememberin’. ———I forgot to bring mine back. It’s under me bed.

—When was your debs? Bernie asked him.

—Two years ago, said Dean.

They started laughing.

—Yeh must owe them hundreds, said Outspan.

—I’d better leave it there so.

—Jimmy, said James. —Are yeh seriously expectin’ us to deck ourselves out in monkey suits?

—Yeah. ———Why not?

—Yeh can go an’ shite, said Billy.

—Well said.

—Yis have to look good, said Jimmy. —Neat ——Dignified.

—What’s fuckin’ dignified abou’ dressin’ up like a jaysis penguin? Outspan asked.

—I’d be scarleh, said Derek.

Deco said nothing. He liked the idea.

—Brothers, Sisters, said Joey The Lips. —We know that soul is sex. And soul is revolution, yes? So now soul is ——Dignity.

—I don’t understand tha’, said Dean.

—Soul is lifting yourself up, soul is dusting yourself off, soul is ——

—What’s he fuckin’ on abou’?

—Just this, Brother. ——Soul is dignity. ——Dignity, soul. Dignity is respect. ——Self respect. ——Dignity is pride. Dignity, confidence. Dignity, assertion. (Joey The Lips’ upstretched index finger moved in time to his argument. They were glued to it.) —Dignity, integrity. Dignity, elegance. ——Dignity, style.

The finger stopped.

—Brothers and Sisters. ———Dignity, dress. ——Dress suits.

—Dignity fuck dignity off dignity Joey.

—Dignity slippers, dignity cardigan.

—Ah, leave Joey alone, said Natalie.

Joey The Lips laughed with them.

Then Jimmy handed out photocopies of a picture of Marvin Gaye, in a monkey suit. That silenced them for a while.

———He’s gorgeous, isn’t he? said Imelda.

—Yeah, said Natalie.

Joey The Lips looked up from his copy.

—He’s up there watching, Brothers.

—Now, said Jimmy when they all had one. —What’s wrong with tha’?

—Nothin’.

—He looks grand, doesn’t he?

———Yeah.

—We’ll get good ones. Fitted. ——Okay?

Outspan looked up.

—Okay.

* * *

One of the best was the night Jimmy gave them their stage names.

—What’s wrong with our ordin’y names? Dean wanted to know.

—Nothin’, Dean, said Jimmy. —Nothin’ at all.

—Well then?

—Look, said Jimmy. —Take Joey. He’s Joey Fagan, righ’? ——Plain, ordin’ry Joey Fagan. An ordin’ry little bollix.

—That’s me, Brother, said Joey The Lips. —I’m the Jesus of Ordinary.

—But when Joey goes on-stage he’s Joey The Lips Fagan.

—So?

—He’s not ordin’y up there. He’s special. ——He needs a new name.

—Soul is dignity, Joey The Lips reminded them.

—What’s dignified abou’ a stupid name like The fuckin’ Lips?

—I bleed, said Joey The Lips.

—Sorry, Joey. Nothin’ personal.

Joey The Lips smiled.

—It’s part o’ the image, said Jimmy. —Like James Brown is the Godfather of Soul.

—He’s still just James Brown though.

—Sometimes he’s James Mr Please Please Please Brown.

——Is he? said Outspan. —Sounds thick though, doesn’t it?

—Ours won’t, said Jimmy.

He took out his notebook.

—I’ve been doin’ some thinkin’ abou’ it.

—Oh fuck!

—Listen. ——Okay, we already have Joey The Lips Fagan, righ’. Now ———James, you’ll be James The Soul Surgeon Clifford.

There were cheers and a short burst of clapping.

—Is tha’ okay? Jimmy asked.

—I like it, said James.

He liked it alright. He was delighted.

—The Soul Surgeon performs transplants on the old piano, he said.

—That’s it, said Jimmy. —That’s the type o’ thing. Everyone in the group becomes a personality.

—Go on, Jimmy.

They were getting excited.

——Derek.

—Yes, Jimmy?

—You’re Derek The Meatman Scully.

They laughed.

—Wha’ the fuck’s tha’ abou’? Derek asked.

He was disappointed.

—Are you fuckin’ slaggin’ me?

—You’re a butcher, said Jimmy.

—I know I’m a fuckin’ butcher.

—Yeh play the bass like a butcher, said Jimmy.

—Fuckin’ thanks!

—It’s a compliment, it’s a compliment. ——Yeh wield the axe, ——know wha’t I mean?

—I’ll wield your bollix if yeh don’t think of a better name.

—Hang on. —You’ll like this. ———Over in America, righ’, d’yeh know wha’ meat is?

—The same as it is here.

—’cept there’s more of it.

—No, listen, said Jimmy. —Meat is slang for your langer.

There were cheers and screams.

—That’s fuckin’ disgustin’, said Natalie.

—Hang on a minute, said Derek. —Is Meatman the American way o’ sayin’ Langerman?

—Yeah.

—Why not call him Langerman then?

—Or Dickhead, said Deco.

—Fuck off, you, said Derek.

He wasn’t happy at all.

—Listen, he said.

This wasn’t going to be easy, especially with the girls there.

—There’s nothin’ special abou’ my langer.

—YEEOOW, DEREK!

—Gerrup, Derek, yeh boy yeh!

—A bit of quiet please, Brothers, said Joey The Lips.

—It’s the image, said Jimmy. ———Annyway, nobody’ll know wha’ the name stands for till we break it in the States.

—It’s a good name, said Joey The Lips. —Every band needs its Meatman.

———I don’t know, said Derek. —Me ma would kill me if she knew I was called after me gooter.

—She won’t know.

—I’ll tell her, said Outspan.

—Fuck off.

—Righ’, said Jimmy. —Next ——Deco.

—Can I be Meatman too, Jimmy?

—No, said Jimmy. —You’re Declan Blanketman Cuffe.

—That’s a rapid name, said Outspan.

—Politics an’ sex, said Jimmy. —Wha’ d’yeh think, Deco?

—Yeah, said Deco.

—Billy.

—Howyeh.

—Billy The Animal Mooney.

—Ah deadly! Animal. ——Thanks, Jimmy.

—No sweat. ———Okay, Dean next. ——Dean. Dean sat up.

—You’re Dean Good Times Fay.

Cheers.

—That’s grand, said Dean.

—Wha’ abou’ us? said Imelda.

—Hang on, said Jimmy. ——Outspan, we can’t call yeh Outspan.

—Why not?

—It’s racialist.

—WHA’!

—It’s racialist. ——South African oranges.

—That’s fuckin’ crazy, Jimmy, said Billy.

—It’s me jaysis name, said Outspan.

—Not your real name.

—Even me oul’ one calls me Outspan.

—No she doesn’t, said Derek.

—Fuck off you or I’ll trounce yeh.

—I saw a thing on telly, said Dean. —It said they make black prisoners, righ’, pick the oranges.

—I don’t make annyone pick fuckin’ oranges! said Outspan.

—Soul has no skin colour, Brothers and Sisters, said Joey The Lips.

—I don’t even like oranges, said Outspan. ———— ’cept them satsumas. ——They’re nice.

—Does soul eat oranges, Joey?

—Leave Joey alone, Fuckface, said Jimmy. —Listen, ——your name’s Liam, righ’?

—I fuckin’ know tha’, thanks, said Outspan.

—It’s not a very soulful name.

—Aah ——fuckin’ hell! I can’t even have me real name now.

—Shut up a minute. ——What’s your second name?

—Wha’ d’yeh mean, like?

—I’m James Anthony Rabbitte. What’re you?

—Liam, said Outspan.

He went scarlet.

—————Terence Foster.

—Howyeh, Terence, Imelda waved across at him.

He was going to tell her to fuck off but he didn’t because he fancied her.

(Along with Jimmy, Derek, Deco, Billy, James and Dean, Outspan was in love with Imelda.)

—Righ’, said Jimmy. —You are L. Terence Foster. —Listen to it, said Jimmy. —It sounds great. L. Terence Foster, L. Terence Foster. Doesn’t it sound great?

—It sounds deadly, said Derek. —Better than bleedin’ Meatman.

—Swap yeh, said Outspan.

—No way, said Jimmy.

—Wha’ abou’ us? said Bernie.

—Righ’, said Jimmy. —Are yis ready, girls? ———Yis are ———Sonya, Sofia an’ Tanya, The Commitmentettes.

The girls screamed and then laughed.

—I bags Sonya, said Imelda.

—I’m Sofia then, said Natalie. —Sofia Loren.

—With a head like tha’?

—Fuck yourself, you.

—You’ve the arse for it anyway, Nat’lie.

—Fuck yourself.

—Wha’ abou’ me? said Bernie.

—She’d forgotten the last name.

—You’re Fido, said Deco.

—Fuck yourself, said Natalie.

—Fuck yourself, Deco said back at her.

Natalie spat at his face.

—Here! Stop tha’, said Jimmy.

—Hope yeh catch AIDS off it, said Natalie.

Deco let it go because he was in love with Natalie too.

—You’re Tanya, Bernie, said Jimmy.

—Why can’t I be Bernie?

—It’s the image, Bernie.

—You’ll always be Bernie to us, Bernie, said James.

—I must say, Jimmy, said Joey The Lips. —You’ve got a great managerial head on your shoulders.

—Thanks, Joey, said Jimmy.

—Brothers, Sisters, said Joey The Lips. —Would you please put your hands together to show your appreciation to Brother James Anthony Rabbitte.

They clapped, all of them.

* * *

Then, after months, they were ready to rehearse.

Joey The Lips got rid of some of the chairs to make room in the garage. They had the amps, speakers and mikes in position, and Joey The Lips’ mother’s upright piano.

They stood around feeling excited but stupid, embarrassed, afraid.

Joey The Lips went around listening to the instruments. He frowned and turned knobs, listened again, nodded and went on to the next instrument. He impressed the others. Here was a man who knew what he was doing.

Jimmy was lost here. He hadn’t a clue how to get the rehearsal started.

Joey The Lips took over.

—Brothers, Sisters. I thank The Lord Jesus for today.

—Fuck off, Joey.

—We’ll start with an easy one. Have yaw’l ——

—Yaw’l! For fuck sake!

—Have YOU ALL been listening to What Becomes of the Broken Hearted?

—We sure have, Massa Joey sir boss.

—Whooee!

Joey The Lips played the tape for them. They listened, frightened, to Jimmy Ruffin. They could never do that. Only Deco thought he could do better.

Joey The Lips turned the tape off.

—Alright, Sisters, let’s have the Ooh ooh oohs at the beginning.

—God, I’m scarleh, said Imelda.

—Brother James, would you play the girls in please?

—Certainly, Joseph, said James.

Four times James tried to lead the girls but they couldn’t follow.

—They’re all lookin’ at us, said Bernie.

—Hurry up, for Jaysis sake, said Deco.

—No, Declan, said Joey The Lips. —We’re in no rush. Rome wasn’t built in a day.

—Dublin was though, wha’.

—A fuckin’ hour.

This time the girls followed James.

—UUH —UUH —UUH

They were shaking. They all heard the shaking in their voices but they didn’t look at anybody and kept going.

—UUH —UUH —UUH —

UUH —UUH —UUH

—That was terrific, ladies, said Joey The Lips. —The Commitmentettes.

—Well done, girls, said Jimmy.

—Right now, said Joey The Lips. —Let’s hear The Blanketman.

Deco had the words on a sheet of paper. James donk donk donked, the girls UUH UUH UUHed and then Deco held the mike in his hand and sang. And sang well.

—AS I WALK THIS LAND

OF BROKE —

EN DREE —EE —EAMS ———

Deco lifted his voice for single words, then brought it back down again. He stopped before a word (—THIS) and thumped it. He slapped his thigh and tapped the heel of his right foot.

—I HAVE VISIONS O’ MANY THING —

INGS —

—Sisters, Joey The Lips shouted.

—Wha’? said Natalie.

—I want you to come in there, okay?

—How?

—Joey The Lips sang: —OF MANY THINGINGS. After Declan sings it, okay? ——Right, Brother Deco. ——I have visions.

—I HAVE VISIONS O’ MANY THING —

INGS —

—Sisters!

—OF MANY THINGINGS, sang the girls.

—Good good.

—BUT ——HAPPINESS IS JUST AN ILLU —

SHUN —

—Sisters!

—JUST AN ILLUSION —

—Good.

—FILLED WITH SADNESS AN’ CON —

FEU —

SHUN —

—Go with him, girls.

—WHA’ BECOMES O’ THE BROKE —

EN HEARTED —

WHO —

HAVE LOVES THA’ ARE NOW DE-

PAR —TED ——

I KNOW I’VE GOT TO FIND —

SOME KIND O’ PEACE O’ MIND ——

BAY —

BEEE —

—Right, girls.

—UUH —EEE —UUH.

—Wonderful, Joey The Lips shouted.

He meant it. It had been woeful, but it was a start. Joey The Lips believed in starts. Once you had the start the rest was inevitable. The Lord made sure of that.

It was three in the morning when they stopped. They concentrated on the same song.

There were problems. Joey The Lips spent half the night twiddling knobs and yelling at the rest to get away from the amps. There were shrieks and groans and wails from the speakers.

Billy kept drumming too fast. At half-twelve they found out he’d been messing. Jimmy stepped in and told him off in no uncertain terms. (—You’re a cunt, Mooney.) Derek was lost for a while but Joey The Lips told him just to do what James was doing. That was grand, just the same note three times, one and then the other two together, then the same again, and again right through.

The girls were suffering by two o’clock. Joey The Lips had to tune Outspan’s guitar for him.

Jimmy had to take Deco aside and tell him to be patient.

—Give them a while, said Jimmy. —They’re not ALL naturals.

—I’ll try, Jimmy, said Deco. —It’s just ——I’m ready, know wha’ I mean?

Jimmy nodded.

—There’s somethin’ in me tryin’ to get ou’, know wha’ I mean?

—I know, said Jimmy. —Take it easy though, okay?

—Okay.

—Fuckin’ eejit, said Jimmy. (To himself.)

—Brothers and Sisters, said Joey The Lips at about three. —We have done the good work tonight. Would you all form a circle here, please? You too, Jimmy.

They were too tired to object. They made a circle and, without being told to, held hands.

—Good, said Joey The Lips. —Now drop hands.

They did this.

—Turn right.

They did this too. They were still a circle. Each of them was looking at a back. Joey The Lips was in the circle too. He lifted both his hands.

—Now, Brothers, Sisters, we pat ourselves on the back for a job well done.

They laughed as they patted.

* * *

It was the next rehearsal.

—Okay, James, my man, said Joey The Lips. —Take us there.

James looked around. Everyone was at battle stations. He started.

—DUM —DUMDUM —

Joey The Lips pointed to Billy.

—CLAH —CLAHCLAH —

To Derek.

—THUM —THUMTHUM —

Once Derek was in James could be a bit more adventurous. He went along with the girls.

—UUH —UUH —UUH —

UUH —UUH —

UUH —UUH —UUH ——

Joey The Lips clicked his fingers. Outspan was off.

—CHI —CHICHI —

Then Deco started to sing.

—AS I WALK THIS LAND

O’ BROKE —

EN DREE —EE —EAMS ——

It was going well, no mistakes.

Deco would have to be spoken to again. He’d started spinning the mike over his head.

The girls were good. Their step was simple; one step right, then back, then right again. They moved together. And they looked well, about the same height and size. Natalie clapped her hands, shook her head, bared her teeth.

Most of the other Commitments looked comfortable enough.

Dean looked petrified.


—I’LL BE SEARCHIN’ EVERYWHERE —

JUST TO FIND SOMEONE TO CARE —

I’VE BEEN LOOKIN’ EVERY DAY —

I KNOW I’M GOIN’ TO FIND A WAY —

NOTHIN’S GOIN’ TO STOP ME NOW —

I WILL FIND A WAY SOMEHOW ——



They all stopped. The record faded quickly there. They didn’t know how they were going to end it.

Deco kept singing.

—I’LL SEARCH FOR YOU DOWN ON THE

DOCKS

I’LL WAIT UNDER CLERY’S CLOCK ——

They cheered.

Deco stopped.

—Wha’ was tha’ abou’? Jimmy asked.

—A bit o’ local flavour, said Deco.

—Tha’ was deadly, said Derek.

—Yeh said we were goin’ to make the words more Dubliny, said Deco.

—It’s just ——yeh should’ve warned us, said Jimmy.

—It’s good though, said Billy.

—Very soul, said James.

—Soul is the people’s music, said Joey The Lips.

—Only culchies shop in Clery’s but, said Billy.

—Oh yeah, said Derek. —But, hang on. The clock’s hangin’ off the outside o’ the shop. On the street.

—Soul is street, said Joey The Lips.

—That’s alrigh’ then, said Jimmy. —The clock stays.

They walked home. Seven of the ten Commitments worked. Four of them made it into work the next morning.

* * *

The Commitments rehearsed three times a week. After the first few nights they stopped before half-eleven for the last bus.

Joey The Lips kept them on the easier, less frantic numbers. Chain Gang became their favourite for a while.

The girls would lift their hammers above their heads, and bring them down:

—HUH ——

And again:

—HAH ———

And again:

—HUH ———

Derek got to sing too.

He’d growl: —WELL DON’T YOU KNOW before Deco sang:

—THAT’S THE SOUND O’ THE MEN —

WORKIN’ ON THE CHAIN ——

GA —EE —ANG ————

THAT’S THE SOUND O’ THE MEN —

WORKIN’ ON THE —

CHAIN GANG ———

Deco closed his eyes a lot for this one.

—ALL DAY THEY’RE SAYIN’ —

MY MY MY MY MY MY MY —

MY WORK IS SO HARD —

GIVE ME GUINNESS —

I’M THIRSTY ——

MY —Y —Y —

MY WORK IS SO HARD —

OH OH MY MY MY —

SWEET JAYSIS —

MY WORK IS SO HARD ——

—HUH, went the girls.

—HUH, went the girls.

—HAH, went the girls.

Derek wrapped it up.

—WELL DON’T YOU ———

KNOW.
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