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I am not sure how I came to writing. I didn’t read books when I was 
growing up. I mean, obviously I could actually read, but I was not bookish. 
When I peruse interviews with other writers, they often cite their joy of 
reading, their pleasure in getting lost in the complete universe of a text. 
All I did was watch television. I was busy watching gory horror films, 
ultra-violent video nasties and soft porn. I enjoyed getting lost in these 
because the extreme happenings in them came to an end, whereas the 
extreme happenings in my everyday life, in working-class Belfast during 
the very worst of the Troubles, were cyclical and brutalising.

BTW, if you are wondering how I was able to watch gory horror films, 
ultra-violent video nasties and soft porn on television from the age of 
seven it’s because I basically didn’t have any parental guidance or 
supervision. I sat up by myself watching these gory horror films, 
ultra-violent video nasties and soft porn as often as they were on, while 
everyone else (there were six of us in the tiny terrace house, I was by far 
the youngest) was in bed. A militarised environment of violent civil unrest 
does funny things to adults.

Back to this question of coming to writing. Whilst I think I feel writing is 
an intrinsic part of my identity (it has taken me ages to realise this, 
despite having been a writer for quite a long time) I’ve always been sure 
that being from Belfast definitely is: I am sodden with the city. Of course, 
the building blocks of writing are words, I was always surrounded by 
plenty of these, understanding their immense power, in a shy, inchoate 
way. For example, there was always plenty of words written on walls, in 
English and in Irish. But mainly my relationship with the power of words 
was predicated on keeping your mouth shut, pretending you did not 
know something in school, not talking over the turned-up volume on
the television and never ever stating a preference of any sort or asking 
anybody for anything.

When I ‘made my First Confession’ (as all seven-year old Catholics across 
Northern Ireland had to do) I had nothing to confess, so I lied. I’m sure 
this was not uncommon but I didn’t know this at the time and certainly 
would not have admitted to any of my classmates I lied in Confession
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I told the priest I said ‘bad words’ inside, to myself. I did not need to 
explain to the priest what bad words were, but for the avoidance of 
doubt here, when I said bad words when I was seven, I meant ‘cunt’, 
‘shite’, ‘fuck’ and oddly, ‘turd’. I can’t remember what penance the priest 
gave me, but I do remember being surprised he wasn’t surprised I said 
bad words, and I was thankful for that.

Four very important words, you probably know them already, but just 
incase don’t. In Belfast, during The Troubles, British soldiers were known 
as The Brits and the Royal Ulster Constabulary were known as The Peelers: 
thereby corralling two heavily armed, aggressive (and, in retrospect, 
probably terrified) security forces into manageable definite articles.

Like all families in our bad area, we bought An Phoblacht, a Republican 
newspaper which was sold door-to-door. After a quick read through 
(because if a particular neighbour happened to ask you a question about 
An Phoblacht’s contents you needed to have some sort of answer) we 
burnt it on the open fire in our living room. Burn after reading. We did 
this in case the Brits (when they were raiding our house, as they did at 
least once a week, usually a Saturday morning when Swap Shop was on 
the television) saw we had a copy, they would associate this with being 
an active Republican and would therefore punish us. That’s what we 
thought we would happen anyway, it happened to other families in our 
street and surrounding streets all the time. Let me tell you, it is 
astonishing how immense the material volume of a small terrace house 
expands to when the interior is ripped apart and dumped on the street.

So, my respect of the power of words, well I blame my Mother, Sally. She 
had the most refined and deadly palette of insults I have ever, ever heard. 
Most are too serious, too personal for inclusion here, but I will share one 
of my personal favourites with you, which is

stick yer nose up my hole

For those of you who may not be au fait with what ‘hole’ means, it means 
arsehole, or asshole if you’re reading this in North America.
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Recently on the radio, I heard that vultures wait until the carcasses they 
want to eat reach a highly advanced state of decay, then work their way 
in through the dead animal’s hole, as an easy route to the soft insides. 
And now, I am also remembering reading an historical account of a 
Catholic soldier who, on the cusp of being executed by a firing squad, 
requested to be shot in the hole, so his body would remain intact and he 
would not be denied access to heaven because he was incomplete. Both 
of these examples strike me as good uses for a hole. Of course, I can think 
of others, as I am sure you probably can too.

Figuratively, 

stick yer nose up my hole
is kinetically sophisticated and perversely sensual. It demands a lyrical 
form of surrender, of disciplinary sublimation, through the abrasive 
enactment of a complicated and highly specific sort of [meta]physical 
positioning, in order to carry it out. It assumes obedience and therefore 
presupposes consent. It is almost jargon.

It’s important to remember, to visualise even, when one sticks something 
into something that is gooey, gummy, moist (let’s say a hole for example) 
the chances are the thing that has been stuck in (let’s say a nose for 
example) will still be smeared with residue upon removal. So, Sally’s 
words adhere: her insult has legacy.

I have never once insulted Sally, to her face anyway. Despite being daily 
assaulted, ambushed and amused by her own relentless insults, I would 
never dream of saying a bad word in front of her. Firstly, I’m certain I 
would not be able to live up to the sophistication of her lurid missiles, so 
if I tried it would only be dilution. Secondly, I was brought up by Sally to 
be polite, to always put others’ feelings first (which is somewhat ironic 
given what I’ve just been telling you about her) even in the face of 
unfairness, disrespect and baiting. I am still like this today, it’s an aspect
of myself that really pisses me o�.

I’m not sure, and to be honest I have no way of ever finding out, if 
anyone did in fact ever stick their nose up Sally’s hole. This further leads 
me to wonder now if I would like someone to stick their nose up my hole, 
I think I might, I may give it a go after finishing writing this.
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Obviously, neither of these last two ponderances are the point here.
The point is Sally’s atavistic demand for degradation, for subservience 
through baroque biological configuration, for mucilaginous power.
The point is, that a working-class woman of her generation, like Sally,
was indeed almost completely powerless.

Born in 1933 in west Belfast, hid from the bombs of the Belfast Blitz in the 
mountains, left school at 13 despite being o�ered a scholarship because 
her family couldn’t a�ord a uniform or for her not to be bringing a wage 
into the house, worked barefoot in linen mills, smoked 40 cigarettes a day 
until she eventually couldn’t anymore, got married at twenty-two to a 
man fifteen years her senior from a di�erent culture, got all of her teeth 
extracted in one go so as not to have to pay unexpected dental bills, 
worked as a domestic in the gynaecology ward of the Mater Infirmorum 
Hospital, walked to work every morning at 5am because buses didn’t 
come into our bad area that early, carried a dismembered head into our 
house because the ambulance couldn’t get in etc. etc. & so forth.

Sally often used to refer to herself in the third person present tense, for 
example “Sally takes herself up to the shops…” positioning herself, with 
persuasive immediacy, as the main character in her own life. And because 
Sally was using the third person present tense, the a�ect was one of an 
omniscient narrator, who confidently penetrates all characters in her 
panorama (minor, major and all those in between) thereby asserting 
comprehension and control, on her part. She was assembling herself 
through a combative miasma of actions and characteristics which, from a 
distance, lent her sovereignty. This is what I think she thought, the bit 
about sovereignty I mean, not what I thought. I thought she was 
dissembling. Actually when you look at it, Sally referring to herself in the 
third person is not dissimilar to seven-year-old me watching gory horror 
films, ultra-violent video nasties and soft porn on television: we were 
both trying to find a point of resolution.

For a sizeable portion of my life, I believed Sally was unique in the 
privation and subsequent su�ering she experienced as a working-class 
woman. I believed this because Sally encouraged, well I might as well be 
honest, indoctrinated me to. I also believed it because I never met anyone 
in my adult, working life whose Mother had led the life that Sally had. I 
still haven’t.
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I continue carry the melancholic weight of this conviction, even though
I now know her experience was quite average for thousands, millions of 
women of her social standing. The harm these women endured lowered 
them in their own eyes. Whilst shame is both a noun and a verb, collective 
shame is servitude.

I also now realise that even though her life, and indeed my own life 
growing up, was extremely shite, was not as bad as others’ lives. Not 
nearly as half as bad at all. I struggle with the small portion of privilege 
the era I grew up in a�orded me (for example, I got to study at university 
for free) it really wounds me.

Really, the only thing marking out Sally’s experience from millions of 
other working-class women, is that she lived through The Troubles,
hence her carrying a dismembered head into the house: one of many, 
many gruesome vignettes. Sally had her tarnished and tiring life, a 
tourniquet of poverty and war, but I like to think at least she had
her words.

This essay had a di�erent ending, an ending where Sally was still alive. 
Eighty-eight years old, slowly starving herself in a residential care home
in North Belfast, having survived Covid in a place where two thirds of 
residents had died of it. For the four years Sally lived in the home, she 
mostly enjoyed the company of the other woman there, unaware 
probably that nearly all the women were middleclass and Protestant,
she might have felt di�erently about them if she had, because that was 
the type of society she had survived. 

And the reason why I wrote about Sally in the past tense, even though 
she was not yet dead, was because I thought she had already lost the use 
of her skilfully obscene and devastatingly contemptuous words, because 
she was uprooted, out of place: her words had no target. By this I mean, 
for example, she no longer needed to protect her heavily pregnant body 
from being prodded by Brits with rifles, whilst spreadeagled against a 
yard wall for hours, in the midst of a bitter Belfast winter. What would 
you do, in her shoes, not to show weakness? 
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I’ve deliberately chosen not to employ any references here because
I didn’t want to shortcut with the words of others. But there is one 
quotation I want to give you, from Saint Augustine’s Confessions,
“You are so high among the highest, and I am low among the lowest,
a mean thing. You never go away from us. Yet we have di�culty in 
returning to you.” These words are the closest, most direct address to
the condition of being from Belfast I can o�er. And I do love these words, 
but not as much as

stick yer nose up my hole

For Sally Fusco, born 1st February 1933, died 7th September 2021

*The title for this text is borrowed from Northern Irish writer, Mary Beckett’s 
1980 collection of short stories, A Belfast Woman


