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PROLOGUE


Some people say we turn into our parents. Well, here I am, fifty years of age, at the 2022 Edinburgh Festival, and I have actually turned into my dad.


I now have six stents, just like Dad, to add to my list of ailments.


LIST OF JASON’S AILMENTS


1. Born with a lazy eye.


2. Lung collapsed three times.


3. Knee fell off while having a shite.


4. Dislocated arm while surfing.


5. No appendix.


6. Nose bent from sleeping on it all my life.


7. Red hair.


8. Tiny eyes.


9. Small ears.


10. Now six stents in my arteries.


All thanks to my mam and dad’s shit genes.


‘It’s your father’s side, you know,’ Mam would say, blaming poor auld Dad, whose brothers and sisters lived into their eighties.


‘Your signal is dropping, it’s defo your end,’ Mam would shout from her fuzzy land-line in Ballinteer. Most things were normally someone else’s fault.


People have watched me talk about my dad, Paddy Byrne, on stage over the years, saying how well I do his voice and mannerisms. I’ve even dressed as him and interviewed him, as me, after he passed away on 24 February 2020.


‘Just before our birthday, Jay, I’ll kill him,’ Mam said just after he died.


‘Why don’t you do a play about him?’ a mate said to me.


So I did. I wrote a play called The Paddy Lama, all about Dad in his shed in the back garden, the visits I would make and the knowledge I’d get back there. We called him the Paddy Lama due to his amazing life wisdom. He was like a smoking Irish guru that smelt of whiskey. I wanted to do the play so people would know who my dad was. He was a very special type of fella.


I’m pacing up and down backstage now at this tiny venue in Edinburgh. My main room upstairs for the evening show holds 1,200 people a night, but here in the bowels of the venue, it only seats 90, just enough to get the feel of the size of a shed.


I’m thinking about my past life as I pace, the advice I took from Dad to get to this point. Sometimes I listened to him, other times not so much, as it was bullshit advice.


TOP FIVE PIECES OF BULLSHIT ADVICE FROM PADDY


1. When ye know, ye know.


2. If you’re looking for the height of the clouds, measure them with the flat of your hand to the horizon.


3. Horses hate pigs, so never bring one near a horse. (Not sure if anybody on Earth has ever done this.)


4. Don’t move too much in life. You only get so many heartbeats – be careful or you’ll use them up.


5. The Mona Lisa has no lips. (I’m pretty sure he meant eyebrows, but he told everyone she had no lips.)


I smile as I go through the play in my head, thinking of all the sayings he had, the adventures he lived.


I’m fifty. I’ve done stand-up for twenty-seven years or so. I’ve lived about six lives, with children, marriage, sickness and now six bloody stents. I’ve gigged all over the world and made thousands and thousands of people laugh.


I begin to become my dad now, pacing slower, fag in my right hand. I’m wearing his blue jumper for the play, the only bit of clothing of his I use here. I can still smell him from the jumper. I hear the audience. I slow down. I sit like he would sit on a chair backstage.


I wonder how I have ended up here in life, all the decisions, good and bad, that have brought me to this point. Have I done the right things? What if, what if, what if …


To be honest, I’m tired now. I’ve nearly gigged myself to death. I can hear my dad saying, ‘It’s time to slow down, son, less of the leaping around on stage.’


I was always a worrier, too. ‘If you worry, you die, if you don’t worry, you die anyway, so why worry?’ Thanks, Dad. Yet again, this slow-talking, whiskey-drinking, smoking guru of a man has put me right. He may be physically gone, but he is still very much alive in my head.


The lights go down and I now hear my mother’s voice in the venue. It’s a pre-recording of her talking about my dad, how his death has affected us all, how it has made us think about life. How delicate life is. How we should love life.


Mam’s voice drifts off. I walk through the small dark curtain, leaving Jason behind. No better way to slow down and take it easy than to become Paddy Byrne …


The man that didn’t give a bollix.










CHAPTER 1


THE REAL WORLD IS SHITE


BASH!


An egg hit the window of the engineering room.


SMASH!


Another egg hit the principal’s car. The teachers all ran out of their classrooms to shoo the Leaving Cert year of 1989 away. We then covered the teachers in flour and eggs, as well as each other. This was it: this was the last time we might all be together as children at once.


We cried laughing as we roared goodbye to the school and the teachers, pretending to be delighted. But deep down, I was very sad to be leaving these children behind. We had started out in a sandpit at crèche at the age of three. All the laughter and tears we had been through. The smoking and kissing at the back of the school. The embarrassment of trying to become a teenager as your mates all laughed at your bald mickey in the changing rooms. All spread out over fourteen years and hundreds of housing estates.


I had the best school days ever. I loved walking up the road to school with my mates in hail, sleet and snow, all of us wearing snorkel jackets.




Snorkel jacket


The snorkel jacket was lethal. It was named that because it looked like you were about to go diving in it. It had a hood that zipped up around your face. If, when crossing the road, you looked left or right, the hood stayed looking straight ahead and your head moved inside it, so instead of oncoming cars all you could see was the inside of a fluffy hood. To look left and right, you had to move your whole body as if you were wearing a full-on plaster of Paris coat.





Besides risking death every time you crossed the road, being a schoolchild meant no responsibilities. To be honest, none of us ever thought we’d grow up. None of us ever thought we’d have to leave our parents’ houses, the safety of the road we played on. We’d never have to be that parent sitting at the table in the good room opening the bills.


REACTIONS FROM PADDY BYRNE TO OPENING BILLS AT THE TABLE IN THE GOOD ROOM


1. ESB … ‘Ah, bollix.’


2. GAS … ‘Ye whaaa?’


3. TV LICENCE … ‘Don’t watch telly that much.’


4. DOG LICENCE … ‘A licence for a fucking dog?’ … ripping sounds.


5. LIFE INSURANCE … ‘I’m worth more dead than I am alive, Eithne!’ (Shouting to my mam in the kitchen.)


Leaving the school, we all knew that most of us would never see each other again. But you do see some of them. I still see Karl, Ciaran, Brian and Ken. And over time, I have bumped into school friends that weren’t from my road, from neighbourhoods much further away. I would see them years after we left school, up to twenty years later, and they are grown men and women – and I mean grownnn.


‘Terry, Terry O’Neill, it’s me – ah, you do remember me, Jason, I was in school with you for years? Miss Allen’s class? Terry O’Neill, man, Terry O’Neill, the Neiler, Big T, droopy bollix?’ (Named as one of his balls hung lower than the other.)


I love the way Dublin people insist that ‘you do remember me, you do’, even if you don’t. And to shut them up, you’ll more than likely lie and say you remember them. Then you’re into a whole shitstorm, with them reminiscing about a past you’re pretending you know, and all the while you’re thinking, ‘Who in the name of jaysus is this bloke?’


This is what I do: I look at the man in front of me, the Terry O’Neill. I then draw an imaginary line about five inches in from the outer edges of his body, and I create a smaller person, a bit like editing the edge of a photo and cropping it. Then I widen their eyes, because most of the time, from drink and fags and chippers, their eyes are nearly sunk into their face. Then, hey presto, I’ve got a Terry O’Neill from 1989. It looks like the child Terry O’Neill is wearing a fat suit to make him look like the adult Terry O’Neill, almost like the child is trapped inside this grown-up body. Which is true for most of us in more ways than one.


‘Ah, Terry, now I have ye!’
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I was seventeen years of age. I couldn’t vote or even have a jar in a pub. Yet I had just been thrown out of school, out of a world that I had known and loved for nearly fourteen years.


‘What in the name of jaysus are you going to do with yourself now?’ asked Dad while I sat with him in his shed.


TOP TEN THINGS PADDY BYRNE DID IN HIS SHED


1. Smoked.


2. Drank whiskey.


3. Listened to the radio.


4. Called Joe Duffy an auld one.


5. Called Gay Byrne a wanker.


6. Called Gerry Ryan a mad bastard.


7. Called Marian Finucane a clever lady – and she loves a fag, fair play to her.


8. Pointed at old radios on the shelves.


9. Never fixed anything.


10. Thought he was Perry Como (about three whiskeys in).


‘You’ll have a small one, son.’ Paddy offered me a whiskey, as he thought I was old enough now to start my alcoholic journey. I hated whiskey and most alcohol. I would have much preferred a massive bag of milk-teeth sweets.


‘Ah, you’re no good, son,’ my dad said as I nearly choked to death on the whiskey. My dad’s way of measuring a human was by how much they could drink or make him laugh. If Dad had ever met Einstein and Einstein refused a drink from him, my dad would say, ‘Ah, he’s no use, that Einstein.’ But he is famous for devising the theory of relativity, Dad. ‘Who gives a bollix, the man won’t have a drink.’


Once my dad met the mother of one of my girlfriends at a party somewhere. The lady didn’t drink, and when my dad found out, he asked me if there was something wrong with her. Dad just assumed that if you didn’t drink you had a mental illness.


‘I want to go to college, Dad. So my idea is, if I don’t get enough points in de Leaving for any of the colleges, I’ll go back to school, repeat de Leaving, then get to college,’ I announced.




De Leaving


This is the exam we do at the end of our school journey in Ireland. We study eleven subjects for five or six years, which are whittled down to seven subjects in fifth and sixth year. We then only have two years to prep. Our education system does not know how to prep us properly.


BING BASH WALLOP! And suddenly a thousand students are all in a sports hall trying to listen to a French conversation out of a tape recorder with a tiny speaker that no one can hear. Or filing some metal in shorts and T-shirt, only having an hour to make a stupid moving lock in engineering. Or in an Irish oral, where you tell the examiner that it’s a lovely day and what your name is in Irish, because that’s all you can speak after fourteen years of shite teaching.


It’s called DE LEAVING because we’re leaving school, just to remind us all what’s happening at the end (we’re leaving – get it?) but if you do not do well in DE LEAVING, you can go back to school and leave again by repeating DE LEAVING.





Dad pulled on his cigarette, took a sip of whiskey and squinted at me.


His whiskey glass thudded down on top of his gas heater. ‘Well, fair play to you, son, you’re only seventeen and you’re thinking like a man. I wish I had the opportunities that you lot have now, heading off to college, getting a degree, then seeing the world and coming back to a solid job for life. I’m proud of you, son, proud of you!’


The shed door creaked open. My mam, Eithne, was standing there. ‘Will you two come in for your dinner?’


‘Jason here was telling me that he’s going to repeat the Leaving Cert, then head off to college when he gets the points he needs. Isn’t he great, Eithne?’ my dad said proudly.


‘Oh yeah, Lilly Poland’s lad did that. She had to work four jobs to pay the 5,000-pound-a-year fee in Bolton Street for five years,’ answered my mam.
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‘You’ll do great son. Sure, I spent most of my life here,’ said Dad as we sat in a waiting room in Guinness’s. Due to my dad having a minor heart attack from my mother telling him how much it would cost, my life plan had changed rapidly. I was to be an apprentice in the Guinness Brewery in Dublin.


Following in the footsteps of five generations of Byrnes, all coopers, my dad was the last of the Byrnes to work there. His own dad walked him into the cooperage at the age of fifteen, no interview, straight up to the foreman, saying, ‘This is my son Paddy Byrne – he starts today,’ and bang, my dad was a Guinness’s man for life from that moment on.


The room was full of young fellas with their Guinness’s dads. A man came out of an office in overalls, he was skinny and wearing a wig. Oh Jesus, not a wig, I thought – Dad would not be able to ignore it. You could just see it in his eyes. This man was some sort of supervisor in charge of picking the apprentices, so my dad, as bold as brass, walked me over to him. ‘This is Jason Byrne, my son – he starts today.’


‘He what now?’ asked the supervisor.


‘He starts today, he’s my son, I’m Paddy Byrne, I work over in the gas plant, I’m from a long line of Byrnes that worked here all their lives,’ my dad said, starting to get annoyed. ‘So sign him up before I get that rat’s nest on your head and shove it up your hoop,’ he said, in a posh accent for some reason.


TIMES MY DAD THINKS IT’S A GOOD IDEA TO PUT ON A POSH ACCENT


1. When insulting a priest.


2. When insulting a copper.


3. When insulting a bank manager.


4. When insulting a Guinness’s supervisor.


5. When warning us all not to go into the lavatory as ‘the shit that one has just done is lethal’.


My dad had never taken notice of the changes in Guinness’s. They were about to retire hundreds of workers because they were not needed anymore – modern machinery had taken over. The days of walking your son in were gone. The last time my dad had seen anything like this was in 1954.


‘He’ll have to do an aptitude test and a bit of practical and then, and only then, will he join the waiting list to see if he’ll get an apprenticeship. So which area would he like to go into?’ asked the supervisor. Myself and Dad had never discussed this. You had a choice of plumber, electrician or fitter.


My dad looked at my wonky eye. This was so named due to me having a squint as a child where my eye would turn in. Other people called it a cock eye or lazy eye, but Mam said I had a special eye. Dad called it a wonky eye. He always had the funniest names for things.


TIMES MY WONKY EYE WOULD TURN IN


1. When I was tired.


2. When I was hungry.


3. When I told fibs.


4. When I ran too fast.


5. And, in my older age, immediately after sex.


‘I suppose nothing where he’s measuring or cutting, as that eye of his has a tendency to wander,’ said my dad.


‘OK then, electrician,’ decided the supervisor.


My dad left me with the supervisor and headed back over to the gas plant to finish his shift. ‘Ah, amazing, son, you’ll be one of us by the end of the day – you’ll fly through this.’ He pushed open the door to the waiting room, leaving me at the age of seventeen in this shit new world to become an apprentice electrician, when I had never even changed a fuse in my life.
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‘Listen, son, we all make mistakes. Next time, next time,’ my poor auld dad said in the car on the way home as he hid behind the steering wheel. I had been run out of the supervisor’s workshop, never to return to the Guinness factory ever again. Nepotism, me hoop.


HOW NOT TO BECOME AN APPRENTICE ELECTRICIAN IN GUINNESS’S


1. Wire the neutral wire to the live pin.


2. Wire the live wire to the earth pin.


3. Wire the earth wire to the live pin.


4. Blow up all the bulbs in the ceiling of the workshop.


5. Trip all the trip switches on a board due to blowing all the bulbs.


6. Which then sends half of the Guinness factory into a blackout.


7. Gallons of Guinness lost due to machinery cutting out.


8. Thousands of pounds in costs and damages.


9. Embarrass the Byrne name which has existed there for five generations.


10. Call the supervisor a baldy bollix.


I was not cut out for any of this manual work, be it building, wiring or plastering. I could never do any of these things because Dad was such a bad teacher when it came to DIY.


TIMES DAD TRIED TO TEACH US DIY


1. ‘Hold the bloody wood, hold it!’ as I tried to hold a huge plank at the age of six while Dad tried to saw it, but it just kept moving.


2. ‘Of course you can do it!’


3. ‘Why in the name of jaysus would you do that?’


4. ‘It’s wallpaper on a wall, not the Sistine Chapel!’


5. ‘Your mother is going to kill me. Just pull the nail out of your hand quickly – that way you won’t feel it.’


I’d have to find another trade.
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‘Jaysus, I just won a holiday to Spain, to Salou of all places,’ announced my dad excitedly. Myself, Eric, Rachel and Eithne were not as excited.




Eric Byrne


The eldest. Five years older than me, battered me when I used his vinyl, battered me when I wore his Iron Maiden jacket, battered me for being in his bedroom. He moved to Sweden in his twenties, married a Swede and became Eric the Phone, as that was all the communication we had with him.







Rachel Byrne


Younger sister by two years. Great fun, full of laughter, very like my mam. In fact, they now live together, spending all their days looking out the living-room window, wondering where this or that neighbour is going, has come from, has been to. Most exciting moments in their lives: when a new car or a stranger pulls up. Rachel’s finger is on the phone to call the guards like it’s a trigger on a shotgun.







Eithne Byrne


Youngest sister. Nearly ten years younger than me. I babysat Eithne a lot. She would bang her head on the back of the couch to the beat of the music. I would often drag her around the carpet in a sheet, resulting in massive carpet burns on her back. She once fell off a swing, was knocked unconscious and brought to hospital. I was so upset, but at the same time wondered if I could get a puppy if she was dead.





All us kids automatically thought we weren’t going. None of us had ever been on a sun holiday with Mam and Dad.


REASONS WHY DAD WOULDN’T BRING US ON SUN HOLIDAYS


1. They wouldn’t enjoy themselves.


2. It’s too hot for them.


3. They’d be eaten alive by midges.


4. It’s too far.


5. We’d need shares in suncream.


6. They’d hate to leave their friends.


7. They could all drown in the pool.


8. They’d be taken out to sea – the currents are mental in Spain.


9. They’d eat nothing.


10. Sure, have you seen the size of the ants over there? They’d lift you outta your bed.


What my dad really meant was that he would not be able to enjoy himself with four kids hanging out of him while he was trying to drink and enjoy the sun. So we never went with them. They would put us in neighbours’ houses or send us to stay with aunties and uncles in Finglas. Two weeks on couches and floors in smelly sleeping bags, the four of us separated like some sort of World War II babies. Then Mam and Dad would come back all tanned and fresh-looking with massive sombreros on their heads, a figurine of a Spanish lady that was full of booze, and bags and bags of sweets for us.


I’m pretty sure myself and my siblings would have enjoyed ourselves in Spain. It would have been way better than the shite food and accommodation in our relatives’ or neighbours’ houses. I hated eating outside my house as a kid anyway, so when I returned home, I was always almost see-through. My mam would cry for a week with guilt while my dad just kept telling her how much we wouldn’t have enjoyed ourselves.


REASONS WHY JASON WAS MALNOURISHED IN OTHER PEOPLE’S HOMES


1. Their hallway smelt of cabbage or carrots.


2. Their butter was different.


3. Their milk was different.


4. They had no goodies (as in chocolate).


5. Their clothes smelt weird.


6. They all smelt of Lynx at the dinner table.


7. Their nana ate with them, with food and teeth falling out of her mouth.


8. They had egg in everything.


9. The sitting room smelt of farts.


10. They had weird cups and bowls that smelt.


(Deep breath: the above is the reason to this day why I hate eating in other people’s houses and especially staying overnight. Your spare beds are shite, your showers are powerless, the food is gack, and still to this day, your houses smell of cabbage, eggs, children and quinoa. So stop inviting me! And I don’t give a bollix about your kids’ talent show that we all have to clap along to before they go to bed … and BREATHE!)


Paddy Byrne had entered a raffle in work that he had organised. I remember him bringing in all the cash and pouring it out on the good-room table. ‘That’s a thousand pounds, kids. Take a good look, ’cause you’ll never see it again,’ said Dad. He obviously had zero aspirations for any of our futures.


It was one pound to buy a ticket and one lucky family would head off to Salou for a week, all expenses paid. So guess who won? Paddy Byrne, the fella who organised it all. A mystery, that.


So we were all going, but none of us was sure about it.


REASONS WHY THE KIDS THOUGHT WE SHOULDN’T GO TO SPAIN


1. We wouldn’t enjoy ourselves.


2. It’s too hot for us.


3. We’d be eaten alive by midges.


4. It’s too far.


5. We’d need shares in suncream.


6. We’d hate to leave our friends.


7. We could all drown in the pool.


8. We’d be taken out to sea – the currents are mental in Spain.


9. We’d eat nothing.


10. Sure, have you seen the size of the ants over there? They’d lift us outta our beds.


‘Ah jaysus, where are you getting all that rubbish from? We’ll all have a ball, for Christ’s sake,’ Dad reassured us, shaking his head at Mam. You see, he had to bring us this time because it was a family-holiday prize – only men with children could enter.


So I was seventeen years of age, it was the middle of the summer of ’89, and myself, Rachel, Eithne and Eric were all heading to Salou. We were shitting ourselves, thinking we were going to drown or be taken away by giant ants.


Well, we weren’t. But Dad was right: it was too hot, we all got burnt to death, and Mam put yoghurt on us all going to bed. Dad had a ball on the holiday because he didn’t have to mind any of us. Eric was five years older than me, so he watched me until he went out. I was two years older than Rachel, so I watched her. Then, when I wanted to go out, Rachel watched Eithne because she was seven years older than her. My mam watched my dad.


I met an Irish friend of mine over there, Peter, who was on holidays with his family too. He was a year older than me, so he could buy drink, but mind you so could I. I was tall and looked the age, but in Salou in the ’80s they’d sell drink to me baby sister, which I think they did anyway …


Peter had his own apartment away from his family. He was a mad bastard. He had the idea that we would hire mopeds, then we’d get a tray of cans, drink them in his apartment, then head to the local nightclub. We headed down to the bottom of the complex to an Irish bar where all our families were.


PLACES MY PARENTS HAVE BEEN TO IN THE WORLD AND WHERE THEY’VE GONE THERE


1. Spain … Irish bar.


2. Portugal … Irish bar.


3. Sweden … Irish bar.


4. France … Irish bar.


5. Tunisia … Irish bar.


6. Italy … Irish bar.


7. New York … Irish bar.


8. England … Irish bar.


9. Wales … Irish bar.


10. Ireland … an Australian-themed night in an Irish bar.


My own mother came home from a holiday once with the girls, saying, ‘Ah, that was great. We found an Irish bar and stayed there for ten days, singing and dancing, and we didn’t have to meet one local. Well, apart from Pedro the barman, but your auntie Olive was convinced he was taking the piss with the accent and all – she thought Pedro was from Rialto and had the dark skin from a fella his granny was riding.’


So me and Peter crept by the horde of Irish who were singing along to ‘The Fields of Athenry’ with Tony and the Two Terrys from Finglas, which consisted of Tony and two female backing singers called Terry. Just as we passed to get to the place where we could rent mopeds, I felt a hand grab my arm.


‘I was young too once, you know – be careful and use your head.’ It was my dad. He had leaned back on his chair from the crowd of singers to give me the warning. My dad never really had long, heavy chats with me about life. It was normally in short bursts like the above.


PADDY BYRNE’S ADVICE


1. Never say yes unless you have permission to say no.


2. If you worry you die, if you don’t worry you die anyway, so why worry?


3. There’s always someone somewhere trying to be you.


4. Never get involved.


5. Sign nothing.


6. Never stare at a dog.


7. Only part with your money when you have to.


8. Eat porridge.


9. Trust no one.


10. Never, ever let your kids get in the way of your social life.


‘Passport! Passport!’ shouted the Spanish fella renting us the mopeds like he was working border control from the telly. We were at SPEEDOS, the shop that rented the bikes. The fella that owned it was called Speedo, some mad nickname that he had no idea rhymed with paedo. He only wore Speedos with a weird bulge – the rest of him was bare-skinned with patches of oil marks on him, all finished off with a flat cap. So we renamed him ‘Speedo the paedo in the Speedos’.


He wanted Peter’s passport as a type of deposit so we wouldn’t steal the mopeds. I couldn’t find mine, even though I was sure I had it. Peter handed him his passport and we both gave him around twenty pounds each for a couple of hours. The fella was happy enough with just Peter’s passport.


And off we went: no licence, no experience. Sure enough, we were only five minutes on the mopeds when Peter went down in front of me while turning a bend. His moped slid across the road, Peter went the opposite way, and a fecking truck went over the moped. He was so lucky.


I parked mine up on the path and went to help Peter up. One side of his leg was scraped to shite. We managed to get his moped upright then wheeled it back towards the fella we got it from.


Speedo went mental, screaming, ‘No passport, no passport!’ We left, shitting ourselves. What a disaster. Peter had no passport and I had lost mine.


We headed back to the Irish bar with Peter hobbling along. I managed to find the table both our families were at, still singing, Peter’s mam came over to him, screaming when she saw his bloody, scraped leg. Then the dad came out and they both said they were going to kill him while hugging him at the same time.




PETER’S MAM: Your poor leg, what did you do?!


PETER: We rented mopeds.


PETER’S MAM: You feckin’ idiots, I’ll kill ye.


PETER: I fell off the moped.


PETER’S MAM: Me poor boy.


PETER: Jason came too.


PETER’S MAM: He’s too young, I’ll kill ye!


PETER: Me leg is bleeding.


PETER’S MAM: You poor thing.


PETER: The fella kept me passport.


PETER’S MAM: I’ll kill ye!





I too had to tell my mam and dad that I’d lost my passport. We were only three days into the holiday, and I didn’t know how I was going to get home without it. Peter’s mam and dad went up the next day with a fistful of cash and got Peter’s passport back off Speedo the paedo in Speedos.


I, however, had no idea where mine was. My dad made me search everywhere. While they headed to the beach or water-parks, I was properly punished by being left behind to search for the passport.


At night there was no more heading off on our own. Me and Peter had to sit with our parents and be tortured by the singing while my sisters went to kids’ clubs.


Big brother Eric drank with the locals and ended up getting a Spanish girlfriend called Maria. He introduced her to Mam and Dad, said he was bringing her home to marry her. My dad laughed so much that sangria came out of his nose and Eric walked off in a huff.


‘Sure, why don’t we bring her whole family home?’ Dad shouted after him.


Come the end of the holiday, there was still the worry of the missing passport. Dad said there was no way he could get me home without one.


On the last night in the bar, Dad had organised with Tony and the Two Terrys for me to be called up on stage to give a final call-out for my lost passport. I was mortified. Up I went in front of hundreds of Irish people to see if any of them had seen the passport.




TERRY: We have a little boy here (seventeen, six feet tall) and his mammy and daddy say he has lost his passport – is that right, son?


ME: (mortified, had never spoken into a mic before) I had it … then it’s gone … (pointing) somewhere … (more pointing) ground …


TERRY: Ah sure, we’ll have no probs finding it with all that information. And if you don’t find it, you can stay with me and the two Terrys and help us for the rest of the season.





The crowd laughed and clapped as the two Terrys stared at their potential slave.


The next morning, I had knots in my stomach heading to the airport on the bus. Dad said they might just let him take me home because I was his son. Rachel and Eithne didn’t care as they were going through the coloured pens and keyrings they had bought their mates. Eric was wearing the face off the Spanish girl, Maria, at the back of the bus. Mam was just looking out the bus window silently …




MAM (to herself): What if I just jumped off this bus now, stayed here in this lovely heat, let Paddy take the brats home and raise them? I’ll meet a lovely Spanish man who will cook me Mediterranean meals while making mad love to me on the beach each night.





‘Eithne, look at the mickey on that statue!’ Dad shouted for the whole bus to hear as he pointed at a Greek statue on a round-about, and Mam’s head was straight back on the bus.


We arrived at the airport. Dad said if they wouldn’t let him take me home I would have to stay in the airport in a special cell until he went home, got my new passport and flew back with it to Spain. Dad said not to worry – it would only take about ten days.


Tears were welling up in my eyes as we queued for passport control. Dad and Mam seemed quite calm for a couple about to lose their son. Eithne and Rachel were playing chasing around a disgruntled childless couple, while Eric was inconsolable at the thought of Maria not being in his life.


‘Passports, passports,’ the guard said.


My dad handed him my mam’s and his, then he handed him Eithne’s and Rachel’s. Eric held his up while trying to dry his eyes and wipe his face with a scarf that Maria had given him, sniffing it at the same time.


Then the guard pointed at me. ‘Passport, passport?’ This was it: I would have to live in Spain for ten days, all alone in a cell. My life was ending.


‘Yep, here it is,’ said my dad as he handed the guard my passport. We all walked through and dad couldn’t stop laughing. ‘The face on ye, son,’ he cried.


‘Ah, Paddy, you’re awful,’ said Mam.


‘He had to learn a lesson, and he won’t fucking do it again, the dope,’ announced Dad, the super-fucking-nanny.


‘Where was me passport?!’ I asked. Even Eric had cheered up a bit now.


‘Remember, trust no one, son.’ My dad leaned forward and put the passport into my back pocket.


The sly shit. When my dad had grabbed my arm a few days ago when me and Peter were going to get the mopeds, he had lifted my passport from my jeans so I wouldn’t hand it over.


‘Sure, we all heard about your mission, son. Don’t be collaborating near your sisters – they’ve ears like elephants.’


I looked at Eithne and Rachel. They both had their tongues out at me.


We then flew home to Ireland with Dad hitting the air hostess bell, ordering as much free drink as he could, while telling everyone about the joke he had played on me.




DAD: Passport?! … yer man here … moped? … on stage announcing it … thought he had to live in the airport! Hahahahaha … jaysus …


DAD (in his posh voice): Another Heineken if you will, my good lady.





That was the last time I ever went on a sun holiday with them. Even when they asked me to come again, I had to say to them, ‘Nah, you’re alright, I wouldn’t enjoy it.’










CHAPTER 2


MR BLEEDIN’ POPULAR


‘How in the name of jaysus did you manage that?’ asked Ken Newman as he looked over at Pamela Flood. She was a six-foot blonde, a tall, smiley lady. Yes, Pamela Flood from the telly. From Off the Rails! RTÉ! And all things lovely. And she was my date for the Debs.




The Debs


The Debs is short for debutante. This is where young Irish adults debut themselves as grown men and women for the first time at an end-of-school dance. In other countries, it’s called a prom, a ball, a graduation, etc., which is all very straightforward and easy to follow. None of us had a clue why it was called the Debs, nor did we give a shite. I can only assume the Catholic Church had a hand in this, like they do everything …


BISHOP BIG HAT: They’re all children of God, so let them get dressed up to look lovely and they can debut themselves in front of Our Lord to show him the new adults entering his church … mwahahaha! (Added this laugh in as I always see bishops at the top of a castle surrounded by chemistry flasks like in Breaking Bad, inventing the next Catholic converter.)





Pamela and I were workmates in the Braemor Rooms. This was a top-class cabaret venue where Joe Dolan, Dickie Rock, the Drifters, Niall Tóibín and the Dubliners, to name a few, played each weekend in the suburbs of Churchtown. My mam was a waitress there, dishing out spoons of mashed potato, veg and meat to massive tables of drunk, singing Irish heads. I had started there a long time ago as a lounge boy, collecting glasses, taking orders and eventually serving pints.


One of the most bizarre things I ever saw there was when Dickie Rock was on. In case you don’t know Dickie Rock, he was and still is an Irish cabaret crooner. The women loved him. Even now as I type this I can hear most of Ireland screaming. When he played the Braemor Rooms, there was mayhem, with parallel rows of tables packed full of women. Dickie would come out, they’d shout, ‘SPIT ON ME, DICKIE!’ and off he’d go crooning.


What Dickie loved to do was walk among the women while he sang. The spotlight had to try to follow him offstage and around the floor. The fella operating the spotlight used to singe his own hair from the heat while trying to get the correct angle. The room wasn’t even that big – they could have used torches to pick up Dickie.


In those days there were no wireless mics, so the wire on Dickie’s mic needed to be very long. But as he twisted and turned around the tables, the wire would get caught. Dickie would be stuck in the middle of the floor while his wire coiled around some drunk auld one and her G&T.


Dickie had to employ a fella, Willy the Wire we called him, to follow him. He was ordered to stay down on his hands and knees to stay out of the spotlight as he unravelled the microphone lead from tables and chairs and drunk punters.


Every now and again you’d see him, with his thick-rimmed glasses and comb-over, pop up into the spotlight behind Dickie, out again and in again, like a meerkat with an armful of mic lead.


‘And I love you soooo,’ sings Dickie (Willy pops up, Dickie gives him a belt, down goes Willy), ‘the people ask me howww …’ It was like something out of Naked Gun.


So anyway, Pamela Flood and I were off to the Debs, and Ken was trying to figure out how I’d done it.


‘I just asked her straight out – she couldn’t refuse the charm of the Byrne,’ I said.




JASON MOPPING FLOOR IN BRAEMOR ROOMS; PAMELA STACKING BOTTLES ON A SHELF


JASON (leaning on the mop): Hey, eh, heyyyy.


PAMELA: Oh, how are you, Jay?


JASON: Yeah, yeah, look, I, eh …


PAMELA: Yeah?


JASON: Yeah.


PAMELA: Yeah?


JASON: I have … the lads, we’re going …


PAMELA: Going …?


JASON: Yes, yes, we’re going – are you going?


PAMELA: Going where?


JASON: Ah, I wouldn’t if I was you …


PAMELA: Go where, Jay?


JASON: The Debs, it’s shite, you’re right.


PAMELA: You want me to go to your Debs?


JASON: I know, it’s cool, it doesn’t matter, just leave it, I’ll head off.


PAMELA: I’d love to go to your Debs.


JASON: Fuck off!


PAMELA: Sorry?


JASON: I mean, fuck, em, sorry, right, that’s that then.


PAMELA: That’s that then.





Slick as biscuits – sure, no woman in the world could resist that type of smooth-talking charm.
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It was freezing, standing outside the school waiting for the bus. We had all just done our Debs photos, which had us all lining up as couples in the gym, like a weird endless wedding fair. I thought of it more like proof in later life that you actually had a date, and that’s who you’d be wearing the face off later on that night.


DIFFERENT NAMES FOR KISSING IN IRELAND


1. Wear the face off each other.


2. Frenchies.


3. Tonsil hockey.


4. Get off with someone.


5. Score (I think this is a different thing these days).


6. Mooch/smooch.


7. Lob in the gob.


8. Eat the face off each other.


9. Shift.


10. Stall the head off ye.


Pamela was with her mam and dad, and of course I was with mine. All my schoolmates were dressed in hired tuxedos that didn’t fit, and the girls were all orange from shite eighties spray tans.


But as me mam said: ‘Ah jaysus, you all look massive!’


Well, the boys didn’t have much to worry about when it came to how they looked, but the poor girls had lovely dresses that were ruined by literally half a bush pinned to their shoulder in the guise of an orchid, or shite roses that you handed over in a plastic casing that cost a bleeding fortune.


‘Massive, the lot of ye, only massive!’ repeated my mam.


‘Jaysus, she’s some ride, Jay!’


‘Paddy Byrne!’ My mam reacted to my dad’s blunt but honest comment about Pamela.


‘Just saying you did very well there, son, what with your red hair, no muscles and wonky eye,’ Dad said, filling me with encouragement for the night.


Then the bus arrived. These days the kids go to the Debs in limos and Hummers, but we were all heading to The Sands Hotel, Portmarnock, on Murphy’s coaches.


The proud parents waved us off, the mammies blowing us kisses, shouting that WE WERE ALL MASSIVE! while the dads were already on the walk to the pub to celebrate that their babies were becoming adults.


The Jewish religion marks this occasion this by cutting willies or something. Us Catholics are not allowed to know about other religions, so I’m quite vague on that. Catholics head off on a Murphy’s bus to a hotel to be served a shite dinner by angry waitresses and beer by barmen who know that most of us are still underage.


‘Ah sure, you’ve hair on your bollix, son, that’s good enough for me,’ a barman said as I collected two pints of lager for myself and Pamela.


I was only seventeen, but it wasn’t the beer that was worrying me. It was me having to behave around a lady, to not be an arsehole like us lads were in school. But thank God our school was a mixed school, so a lot of my mates were girls. I was pretty clued in on how to talk to them, except a lot of the girls in BCS (Ballinteer Community School) were tougher than me.


I sat with Pamela after we ate our chicken-and-ham-something dinner. She was great craic. We were mates so the chats flowed, unlike for the rest of the lads who had just asked random girls from different schools to their Debs, girls that they had never talked to before. There was a sea of lads and girls just looking out towards the dance floor, not speaking to each other at all.


But soon the dance floor had a handful of seventeen-year-old boys, a long way off from becoming men, on it. They had abandoned their poor dates at the tables and now couldn’t give a bollix anymore. They were hammered on two pints, flashing their bare arses and mickeys to one another, jumping on each other with one lad on another lad’s shoulders trying to pull the mirrorball down.


‘Leave the mirrorball alone, ye fucking eejits!’ screamed the bouncer.


‘Fuck off, Moustache – go home and ride your missus,’ answered Liam O’Neill while the bouncer dragged him to the ground.


LIAM O’NEILL’S REACTION TO BEING DISCIPLINED


1. Ask me bollix.


2. Shove it up your hoop.


3. Your ma is your da.


4. Do want Mr Sheen for that head?


5. You should buy a bra, ye fat bollix.


6. Get your hands off me, ye paedo.


7. Here, Bugs Bunny is looking for his ears back.


8. Rudolph wants his nose back.


9. The auditions for the munchkins are closed.


10. Who cut your hair, Helen Keller?


You had to love these head-the-balls. I would miss them so much.


‘Je t’aime, je t’aime, je t’aime … a ne nurr ne naaa, a ne nurr ne naaa, neee naaaa …’


Ah bollix, the slow set had just come on. This was a big game changer in discos across the land of Ireland in the eighties and nineties. The music would slow down, and you then had to bring your date onto the floor and dance with her.


SLOW SET FOR PEOPLE TOO YOUNG TO REMEMBER OR NOT FROM IRELAND


1. The slow, romantic music comes on.


2. Boy asks girl to dance.


3. Pair go in close to each other.


4. Girl places head on boy’s shoulder, arms around each other’s waists.


5. Now use your gut, and wait.


6. When gut kicks in, slightly put head down (boy).


7. Look up towards boy (girl).


8. Now hope she comes towards you.


9. Now hope he comes towards you.


10. Lock lips and wear the face off each other for four full songs.


‘You absolute spa, Jay,’ said Ken Newman. ‘I can’t believe you haven’t kissed her.’


I bottled it. I just couldn’t kiss Pamela. I really wanted to, but I was afraid she would reject me and then never talk to me in work again. Or even worse – me wonky eye would turn in and stay there, which it had a tendency to do when I was excited in any way.


I once scared off one of the girls we hung around with. She was doing a practice snog on me, and when she pulled back, me eye was turned in with the excitement. She thought she’d broke me.


‘There’s loads of stragglers around, man,’ Ken said to me.


‘Stragglers?’ I asked.


‘Yeah, there’s birds everywhere on their own ’cause their dates are mickeys or hammered on the couches,’ said Ken.
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