
A Nod and a Wink   by Bernadette O’Malley, MBA, BA (Hons) 

Let me introduce myself – I’m Sister Bernadette – a thoroughly modern nun with a first class degree 
form Dublin University in geography and medieval languages. As part of the Church’s new approach 
to the modern world, I was recruited to the convent through their graduate development 
programme. I was nearing the end of my industrial experience year when they asked me to act as 
personal assistant to the Mother Superior for six months. Many think she is a dragon and out of 
place in a convent but after just a few weeks I have found that working for her to be the best job in 
the world. 

I must explain the ‘MS’, as we call her, is one of the new breed of ‘managers’ within the church – 
appointed to improve the running of the establishments such as convents and monasteries and 
make them self-sufficient, just as they were when they were the centres of industry and commerce 
in the middle ages, before they were destroyed by Henry the Vandal. 

Our business plan shows that we will cease to be a drain on central resources and become a net 
contributor in two year’s times. The Governors thought that this would be beyond the skills of any 
mere nun and wanted to bring in a professional manager but they did not count on the attributes of 
the MS. That’s not to say that she hasn’t had her problems with the more conservative characters 
who previously ran the establishment. With the attached girls’ day school – our main source of 
revenue – she has responsibility for over five hundred souls. 

 They say she has an MBA from Harvard but when Father O’Gill asked her to produce the certificate, 
for his records, she refused and made him take her word for it that she was qualified. Those who 
witnessed this confrontation said she stood up to him as if it was a test of strength between two 
male stags at the height of the rut and she, being the stronger, prevailed. Since then, they have not 
been the closest of friends and some say that Father O’Gill often seeks to undermine her authority. 
Of course, as the only ‘man’ in the establishment, he expects to prevail but in his confrontations with 
MS this is not the case. 

So, on my first day, she briefed me on my new role – the first time that such an appointment had 
been tried out in a convent. She said I would be her representative, her eyes and ears, in the 
community and it was my job to know everything that was going on. I would also troubleshoot any 
minor matters which arose. 

 

I entered her study some days later with some trepidation. She was sitting at her desk reading a 
letter, written by Father O’Gill that had been published in The Times. It was a response to an article, 
printed on the previous day, about a vicar who had changed sex. The Father’s letter was a diatribe 
against the relaxation of standards in the faith and finished with a damning condemnation of the 
transgendered community. 

Without acknowledging my presence, MS got up from her desk and strode across to the large bow 
window which looked out over the immaculate gardens and playing fields of the school. Ours is not 
an establishment to compromise on standards and the impressive lawns and well tended vegetable 
plots were a tribute to the improvements that she had wrought at the school which was now the 



envy of many. Our waiting list of girls, wanting to gain entry, is the highest in the country for a single 
sex denominational school. 

As she looked out I thought I heard her mutter a quotation from history. It was something like “who 
will rid me of this troublesome priest”?” but she had spoken it in ancient French and I corrected her 
use of the male pronoun as that language was my speciality during my outplacement in France. She 
sounded quite exasperated and I continued by asking her if she was addressing me but she 
responded that it was just a quote from history and I should pay no heed. 

“But what is it that brings you to me at this time, my child?” she enquired in the practised tones that 
she reserved for her closest friends. 

I brought myself back to the immediate task and blurted out “It’s the sixth form, Mother, they’re 
playing Russian roulette!” 

“Mother of God,” she gasped and her voice dropped two octaves as it was want to do when she was 
stressed. “Where are they getting the guns and ammunition – has anyone been hurt?” 

I realised at once that my statement had been totally misleading and had engendered an equally 
inappropriate reaction. I calmed down and set about a more measured and meaningful explanation. 

 “No Mother, it’s to do with the inspection after morning assembly…..” 

She interjected “You mean the knicker inspection?” 

I continued “Some of the fourth form started gambling by wearing forbidden underwear and it has 
now spread to the whole school. When the form number is drawn to select the day’s inspection 
there are six forms so the odds are the same as they are in Russian roulette that you will be in the 
unlucky year that is selected. It came to a head yesterday when Sister Claire saw one of the girls 
having some sort of religious seizure when the number was called out…. at least she thought it must 
be religious as the girl was calling out ‘Oh God, Oh God’.” 

“What should we do Mother? It’s rumoured that most of the senior school are wearing thin nylon 
things with lace and all sorts that should never grace an establishment like ours. Some have even 
been into town to a shop called Ann Summers,” I finished breathlessly.  

“Wait, my pet,” she said, “we should not jump into a hasty response here – every cloud has its silver 
lining and one thing they taught me at Harvard is that every threat has an opportunity.” She had not 
taken me into her confidence like this before and I sat silently for a full five minutes before she 
spoke again. 

As she issued her instructions, she would write short notes to those concerned, confirming her 
orders. There never was a woman like this before – it was like being with a general before a battle! 

“Tell Sister Claire to call a special assembly at one o’clock in the main hall but not to inform any of 
the girls in advance. The whole school will undergo inspection before they leave the hall.” 

“But who will undertake the inspections?” I asked, “Sister Mary is away in London and you have the 
teleconference with the Cardinal of Madrid at that time?” She was very much into this kind of 



meeting as she never travelled abroad. She said it was through fear of flying but I knew that she did 
not possess a current passport and she refused to apply for one as there was some problem over 
answering some of the questions and supplying a photograph to attach with the application. 

“Tell Father O’Gill that he will undertake the inspection.” She continued baldly. 

“But he’s a man!” I stuttered, “and what if he refuses when I ask him?” 

“Child,” she responded, handing me the second note, “did I say ‘ask him’? – I said ‘tell him’ that he is 
to undertake the inspection – was it not himself who introduced the uniform rules five years ago – 
as ye sow, so shall ye reap.” 

With that she gave me a single meaningful nod – just like Wellington giving his orders at Waterloo 
and I knew that this meant that the discussion was over. This was always her way of ending a 
discussion and dismissing you from her presence. I departed to do her bidding. 

 

I entered her study as soon as she hung up from the teleconference. 

“Mother Superior, something terrible has happened – Father O’Gill collapsed during the inspection 
and has been taken to hospital in an ambulance. They will ring you as soon as there is any news.” 

Ten minutes later it was confirmed that Father O’Gill had been pronounced dead on arrival having 
suffered a massive heart attack. 

 

The funeral was quite special – Father O’Gill could not have done better if he had organised it 
himself. MS herself took charge and we had all excelled ourselves in making the service special. 

The high spot was her delivery of the valediction from the pulpit – it was as if she were the 
commander, lauding the praises of her favourite lieutenant who had fallen in battle in the 
commission of a heroic deed! She was over-generous in her praise and in extolling the Father’s 
(somewhat modest) achievements; praising his support for the traditional values of the church and 
glossing over his shortcomings. She singled out his courage in continuing to work after his heart 
condition was diagnosed and his decision to keep the matter secret – sharing it only with her. 

Being a ‘member of staff’, I was at the side of the nave to provide support for the Mother herself, 
with one of the main pillars between me and the congregation. As she left the pulpit to return to her 
seat she turned away from those gathered to pay their respects and passed close by me. I could not 
be sure what it meant but as she passed by – and in my sight only – she smiled brilliantly and gave 
me an enormous wink! 


