
[image: Cover picture]



[image: Title page: Neville Thompson, Jackie Loves Johnser OK?, Mercier Press]






  Mercier Press


  www.mercierpress.ie


  First published by Poolbeg Press Ltd, 1997


    Reprinted August 1997


    Reprinted March 1998


  This edition © Neville Thompson, 1997


    ISBN 9781781179499


    Reissued and transferred to digital print


    on demand in 2024.


  This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or any information or retrieval system, without the prior permission of the publisher in writing.


  This digital document has been produced by Nord Compo.






Acknowledgements


WHERE HAVE THE years gone? When this book was first published in 1997, I had no idea just how it would change my life. Many a bridge burned, many a friend lost, but I still thank the late Kate Cruise O’Brien at the Poolbeg Press, who had the guts and the belief to get me a publishing deal.

In the Ballyfermot Tech many, many moons ago, two teachers, Dymphna McCarthy and Angela Russell, encouraged my writing and I am happy their efforts were not in vain.

My father never got to see me published and my mother never got to see the French Film, but both were a huge influence on all the family’s lives and I thank them for that. I also thank the Thompson clan, who are delightfully excited by my successes and supportive of my failures.

Even though they have passed away, I would like to thank Mick Rooney for his help with all things IT, Claire Thompson for being an honest critic, and Harry Johnson for never cutting a long story short.

A huge thank you to Ros Edwards of EFLA literary agents and her terrific team, who have worked tirelessly on my behalf.

To Dee Collins at Mercier Press for being a publisher who could see the need for this book to be in print again, thank you so much.

The book’s release coincides with the French film version of Jackie Loves Johnser OK? Called L’Amour Ouf (the English title is Beating Hearts), it is over twenty years in the making, but a heartfelt thank you to Gilles Lellouche and Alain Attal at Tresor Films for keeping the faith. They deserve every credit that comes their way.

I am so grateful to the people who really matter, the ones that read the books and follow every project I am involved in. I am still chuffed when told it is someone’s favourite book. A special thank you to the Murtaghs in all their extensions but especially to David and Carol, in such a short time we have come so far. I look forward to sharing stories with you for many years to come.

 

And last but never least to Georgina. More than ever her support has been invaluable. Back in 1997, I thought that being rejected as a writer was the worst thing ever to happen to a creative soul. I was wrong, there are far worse things. Thank you to everyone who helped me get to the space I am in now.






About the Author

NEVILLE THOMPSON was brought up in Ballyfermot, Dublin 10, Ireland. He is the bestselling author of five novels. His work has been translated into French, German, Greek, Polish and recently Ukrainian and 2024 sees the release of L’Amour Ouf, the French film directed by Gilles Lellouche. Neville is currently working on two new novels.






Dedicated to Georgina,

A beautiful woman

Fabulous wife

But above all else

My best friend







“In the night you hide from the Madman you’re longing to be, but it all comes out on the inside, eventually.”


Western World by Steely Dan




 






CHAPTER ONE


I COULDN’T FUCKING believe it.

10.30 on a Saturday night and he was home.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as he walked into the kitchen.

He didn’t bother answering, just walked straight to the brown formica press and took out the bread and a jar of strawberry jam.

“Johnser!” He’d the jar open and was looking around for a knife as he answered.

“What?”

“I said what’s wrong?”

“Nothin’.”

He ripped open the wrapper on the bread, buttered one slice and, using the same knife, slapped on a large dollop of jam. Folding it in half, he stuffed as much of it as possible into his mouth.

“Why does somethin always have teh be fucking wrong?”

He stuck the knife back into the butter, leaving it streaked with jam.

“Ah, for fuck’s sake, Johnser! Don’t do that.”

He looked down at the tub and laughed, bits of well chewed bread falling from his mouth as he spoke.

“Looks like a used jam-rag, eh?”

I threw the tea cloth at him.

“Go way, yeh dirty bastard.”

He laughed loudly, ducked and ran down the hallway.

I stooped to pick up the tea cloth and watched him stumble as he went. Maybe he was half pissed, or it could just be that his mate hadn’t turned up, or maybe he had and his missus was with him, Johnser hated that. Whatever, it was only 10.30 on a Saturday night and he was home. The kids were in bed, the dishes were done and the only jam-rag in sight was on the table.

This was looking like a good night.





CHAPTER TWO


I STUMBLED DOWN the hall.

Mouth full of bread and jam, belly full of beer. Jackie had fucked the tea cloth at me so I knew I was in the good books.

Pat Kenny was talking to some dry-arsed fucker about his one-man voyage around the world. Well, if he was so fucking alone, who was holding the fucking camera? A load of bollocks. I changed channels, Match of the Day, Jasus, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen that. No Jimmy Hill, wonders will never cease and Gary fucking Lineker. I thought he was all washed up in China or Japan or somewhere like that. I’d hated him ever since he scored that goal against us in the World Cup in 1990, but I had to admit he knew his football. For an Englishman, anyway.

I went for a James Dean jump on to the sofa, you know the type, supercool over the back like a high jumper. Me body was over but me legs got caught and catapulted me to a sudden and ungainly stop. I hit me head on the wooden arm and landed hard on me arse on the floor. Fuck it, I bet James Dean had two or three takes before he perfected that jump. I’d just struggled back on to the sofa when Jackie came in with a six-pack of Harp and a large packet of popcorn. She slipped in under me arm and I knew I was on for a ride. I gulped down a bottle, opened another and grabbed a handful of popcorn. I decided to watch the goal of the month before making me move.

The front door opened and Jackie jumped to her feet.

“Ah, fuck,” I snapped, I knew I should have got me leg over when I had the chance.

“Oh Jasus, that’ll be Ann looking for a lend of the Hoover.”

She stood in front of me straightening her skirt and I cursed the fact that Ann hadn’t got her own fucking Hoover. I slipped me hand up her leg and touched her knickers.

“Fuck off,” she whispered, trying to sound annoyed but failing.

I looked at her face, she was like a teenage girl whose parents were about to walk in. I wouldn’t tell her because she’d tell me to fuck off again, but she was beautiful.

The door opened and her smile faded, her mouth opened but nothing came out. Then she croaked—

“Oh, God!”

I looked up and saw the barrel of a sawn-off shotgun looking back at me. It was like an old film, I swear to God, you know the ones where the hero is just about to get blown away and his whole life flashes in front of him. In those few seconds, it was as if Cecil B DeMille had taken over and I saw my life as clear as if I was sitting in the front row of the Adelphi.





CHAPTER THREE


I WAS BORN on a large estate, with long rolling gardens and horses rambling through the sprawling meadows. Uniformed footmen stood by your doors day and night. That’s how the film would have gone. Reality was something totally different.

I was born in Ballyfermot, Ballyer to those who lived there. It was the Corporation’s crowning moment. A concrete jungle that finally proved, without a shadow of a doubt, that they didn’t give a shit about the poor unfortunates who were herded in in droves to live there. Horses roamed OK, every fucking bin day, dragging the arses out of bin-bags. Every Monday we woke to the sound of the aul fella screaming at the little piebald fuckers.

And the uniformed footmen, the Garda Siochana, were always at our door. If it wasn’t for the aul fella being drunk, it was cause one of us twelve kids had been caught robbing. I can’t remember a week when they didn’t call.

I was the youngest. Ma dropped babies like they were going out of fashion, she had eighteen in all, six died. Eighteen pregnancies between the age of seventeen and forty-three. We’re talking Guinness Book of Records here. Da used to say she shouldn’t bother getting out of bed, cause it was a waste of time. She used to laugh at that. We’d all laugh, even though we hadn’t a clue what was so funny. Once, when a young doctor had tried to advise her about contraception, she’d looked at him as if he had two heads and told him it was God’s wish.

“God’s wish!”

God’s wish that none of us ever had a pair of trousers with an arse in them.

God’s wish that Santy always brought broken toys. Some wish.

I swore that God was like everyone else, and had never been to Ballyer. I suppose in truth I couldn’t blame him.

Things were really hard.

 

I was christened John Kimble Kiely. Kimble, cause me mother thought the actor was a ride and John, after an older brother who had died at birth. The funny thing was, it wasn’t John who had died, it was Jimmy. So we ended up with two Johns and I became Johnser. Well, I was fucked if I was going to be called Kimble.

Ma had weird names for all of us. Famous singers, film stars, even names from the Bible, it didn’t seem to matter where they came from. They say some women eat strange things when they’re pregnant, Tommy Gormley’s sister ate coal when she was preggers. My ma thought up names.

I suppose life must have been pretty boring for her, after all she was pregnant for years at a time. She had to do something to spice up her day, so she thought up strange names. Or maybe it was her way of getting revenge for the labour pains we put her through. I’m not sure, all I know is that we had the weirdest names in Ballyer.

We had a Marilyn after Monroe, an Ava after Gardner and an Elvis after Presley. There was Luke from the Bible and Heston after the actor in Ben Hur. We had a couple who were lucky, Bette after Davis and Bobby after Kennedy. But Jasus, what was she thinking of with Bela (Lugosi) and Rudolph, who was some great lover, though for years we thought it was after the fucking red-nosed reindeer. So I guess meself and John were lucky in a way.

Maybe it was God’s wish that Boris, Greta, Toby, Fanta, and Dev died, rather than have to carry those stupid names around for life. The only one with a decent name was Rita and that was only cause me ma reckoned she was the spit of Rita out of Coronation Street. So there you have it, twelve kids, four girls and eight boys. Aged between newborn and twenty, an aul fella who drank every penny that came in (and God knows it wasn’t a lot) and me ma. All this under one roof, a slimy little three-bedroomed house in a god-forsaken concrete jungle.

Like I say, times were hard.





CHAPTER FOUR


I STOOD STRAIGHTENING meself, pushing Johnser’s hand down off me knickers and trying to sound disgusted when all I really wanted was for his hand never to move. Jasus, I had to admit it, I loved this man more than life itself. Although it was easy to forget love when he came in pissed out of his head, having spent half the night in the pub. But, even so, life without him would be nothing.

Christ, it had taken me so long to get him and now all I could do was stand staring at some bastard who was about to blow his fucking head off. I was powerless, rigid with fear, I couldn’t even scream. Me, Jackie Clarke, who couldn’t keep her mouth shut or her nose out of an argument. The screamer from Kimmage Road, bigmouth Clarke, old bellow-lungs Jackie, standing silent like a fucking gobshite. The one time Johnser wouldn’t have minded the neighbours hearing me and I was struck dumb. The man I’d waited for for fifteen years, the man I’d schemed and plotted to get for meself, was lying on a sofa in my sitting-room with the barrel of a sawn-off shotgun pointing at his head and all I could do was watch.

Me mind drifted from Johnser to the bastard standing over him and all I could think was that I’d seen him before. Like it mattered, like if I turned to him and asked had I met him in such and such a pub, or didn’t I have a dance with him on Children’s Allowance day up in the Embankment, he was going to put the gun down, grab a beer and forget all about covering the wallpaper with Johnser’s brains.

I looked at Johnser. He was still the same, he still had that look of control on his face, like he’d planned the whole thing.

For once I wished he’d forget how tough he was. For once I wished he’d panic, shit himself, beg this fucker to spare him.

But I knew in me heart of hearts he wouldn’t, he would go out with a smile, that same smile that drove me mad all those years ago.





CHAPTER FIVE


IGNORANCE IS BLISS.

If we’d known any different we’d have revolted. We’d have grouped together, all forty thousand of us. Grabbed every spade, hammer, every knife and fork, anything that could be used as a weapon and we’d have stormed the Government Buildings and took over. We’d have hung the bastards from the scrawny little trees that surrounded our miserable glass-splattered playground. The fuckers.

Da said that the only time a politician came near Ballyer was when he was looking for a vote and he was right. They’d come to the gate, you could see them hesitate before they came in. Only for it would have been too obvious, they’d have worn gloves so they wouldn’t have to touch us. You could see their faces cringe as they shook hands. Once Ma invited two of them in and, out of politeness, they accepted. One was a snobby young girl, the other a real posh aul fella, in a fancy three-piece suit and a cashmere coat. He tried to sound like one of us, a common Dub, but he sounded more like Kermit the fucking frog.

Ma did it on purpose, to show them how we lived, to show them what they were really dealing with. She never admitted it but I think her and Da had it all planned. Before the duo could refuse, she handed them both a cup of tea, the cups dragged from the pile of dirty dishes that sat continually in the sink. You could see the colour drain from their faces. Ma shoved me on to the girl’s lap, saying I was the baby. I was five and I stank to high heaven, it was bath night and I was last in line. Even after the bath I never smelt that great, the water was never changed, just another kettleful thrown in after every second person. Most of the time, I was dirtier getting out than I had been getting in.

The man asked if Da was at home and Ma screamed his name at the top of her voice, then turned politely towards the politician explaining that Da was having a bath. The bath was a big steel tub set in the middle of the kitchen. Da came out as he always did, without a stitch on. There he stood, bollock-naked, and his flute hanging down dead level with the prudey girl’s face. I doubt if she had ever seen a flute before cause, hard as she tried to look away, she kept getting drawn back to it. Even when they were leaving, Da stood naked at the front door waving them off. We never seen either of them again.

Da never voted anyway, he said it was a waste of time. It didn’t matter who was in power, in Ballyer things never changed.

They said that one in every five Dublin families was unemployed; well, there must have been one part of Dublin where everyone was working, cause none of us or our neighbours, or our road for that matter, ever had a job.





CHAPTER SIX


I WAS A great robber.

The older kids used to hate bringing me to the shops. It was embarrassing being seen with the old crock of a pram that had known better days before coming to our house. Now, seven fat kids later, this three-wheeled danger to society made at least four daily trips to the Elephant supermarket. Like it or not, someone had to go and they had to bring me, cause if they didn’t, I’d scream like a child possessed and me ma would fucking kill them when they came home. I thought it was great, they were so embarrassed they used to boot down the road at breakneck speed, turning corners as if their kacks were on fire. For me in the pram, it was like a rollercoaster ride, it frightened the shite out of me, but it was great. They weren’t allowed to take the pram around the shop, cause the security man said that they would be robbing. So I was parked close to the checkout, out of breath in me lopsided pram. The Elephant was huge, a big warehouse-type building with endless shelves, packed with glorious colourful goodies. It was pointless really, cause we always got the cheap dreary products. I used to sit there right beside the sweets and, as the security man walked every inch of the store after me brothers or sisters, I helped meself to whatever I fancied. Once the others found out what I was capable of, they all wanted to take me shopping. I was five and already I knew what I was going to be when I grew up. A robber.





CHAPTER SEVEN


I CRIED.

The first day I went to school, I cried. I’d been looking forward to it all summer. God bless Marilyn, cause she patched up her old schoolbag for me and glued on a load of Batman pictures to make it look better. The pictures hid all the holes and I felt the gear. Ma brought me down by the hand. The night before I’d been put into the bath first and Bela had let me have some of his Brut aftershave, so I smelt great. Me hair was gelled neatly to one side. I looked like one of Hitler’s Youth.

Da had swapped a radio with Lar Harris for his clothes voucher, so I had a great pair of second-hand trousers and a brand-new jumper with just one tiny rip in it. I was the bee’s knees, the cat’s pyjamas, delighted with me new clothes and me new bag that held two copies and a pencil with a rubber on the top. Walking as tall and straight as I could, proud of me gorgeous hair with all its gel, the smell of Brut and Ma. Yeah, proud of me ma and, she of me. There she stood in a normal dress, no maternity wear, make-up done and a look on her face that told me we were as good as anyone else. I walked into the class and looked around at all the other kids with their mothers. Some of them looked at us the way the security man in the Elephant did, but most of them looked at us like we were all the same.

Ma pushed me into a seat beside a fat kid who had his head buried in his folded arms. He was bawling his eyes out and his ma was trying to tell him that everything was going to be OK.

I looked around at the other kids and they were all bawling. Ma kissed me then, wiping the lipstick from me cheek, told me that Rita would be picking me up after school.

“Rita!”

Rita never came near me, even after I’d had a bath, she wouldn’t touch me. Something was up. I looked at the other kids again, they were still crying. They knew something that I didn’t. I began to cry.

The door opened and in walked the tallest woman I had ever seen. Tall, gangly and specky, she looked like she would break in two in a strong breeze, but in fairness she was OK.

Boring as fuck, but OK.

Looking back, she was the best teacher I ever had. The problem with all the other ones I had was that they knew me brothers, cause they’d all been in trouble, so they immediatley assumed that I’d be the same. I didn’t like to disappoint them.





CHAPTER EIGHT


I REMEMBER THE first time I saw Johnser.

We’d told our mas that we were going to a dance in the school hall, but we cut across the waste ground at the back of the church, down through Bluebell and ran the last hundred yards to Inchicore and Sgt Pepper’s disco. They had real bouncers, not someone’s older brother or over-protective da, but real bouncers, with dicky bows and scars on their faces and cauliflower ears. They looked you up and down, asked you your age and then, after what seemed like an eternity, they let you in. The place was packed, we had to push our way through the crowds and on to the dance floor. We all squealed as our favourite Mud song came on, “Tiger Feet”. We knew all the steps, rehearsed in our bedrooms, perfected at the school dance, and now we were ready to show the real world what cool chicks we really were.

The fellas were so much older and wiser. At least eighteen, some maybe even twenty, and they were like flies around shite within minutes. We all paired off and, once outside, their hands homed in like hungry babies on to our tits. I remember panicking, things were moving too quickly. I didn’t like being this old, but I’d already said I was eighteen and we all knew that eighteen-year-olds let fellas feel their tits, at least through their jumpers. I could feel something hard being pushed against me pelvis, oh Mammy, then just as I thought I was going to be pregnant, someone let a roar—“Millee.”

And all the lads were gone.

Girls appeared from every darkened corner, fixing blouses back into skirts and hair back into ponytails. Tara Coyle was pulling up her tights but we all knew she was a slut.

A huge crowd had gathered and they were all shouting—

“Kill the fucker.”

“Kick the shit outta him.”

“Knife the bastard.”

Above the noise I could hear the thud of bare fists smashing skulls, the sickening sound of a boot being driven into a stomach. Despite my revulsion I couldn’t turn away, I found myself being pushed to the front of the crowd and there he was.

Standing over the three bodies lying helpless on the ground, he looked wild, furious, out of control. He was Johnser.

And I knew from that moment that I loved him.





CHAPTER NINE


TAKE NO PRISONERS.

Some big film star once said those words and they had stuck with me. Every time we were out for a fight we’d chant—“Take no prisoners.”

It was stupid, but we said it all the same.

Fighting was what it was all about, if we didn’t have a fight the night seemed boring. You had your mates, you had your mot, but if you didn’t have a fight, you had nothing.

School was a washout, they knew we were never going to do anything with our lives. We were in the gutter and had no intentions of getting out of it. They were wasting their time trying to convince us that if we studied really hard we would get jobs, we knew it was a fucking lie. All we wanted to do was have a laugh, no matter where we were. It didn’t matter a shite to us whether it was in the school, at the church or out in a field, we were always acting the clown. It wasn’t us I felt sorry for, nor was it the teachers, they were getting paid for looking after us. I felt sorry for the kids who believed all the shite about how a good education would open doors for them.

Sure it would open doors, but as soon as they realised you were from Ballyer, they would be slammed hard in your face.

Michael Butler got a job with a big ice cream company, a good job, the first rep in Ballyer, and fair dues to him. Then gear started going missing and suddenly all eyes were on Michael. In no time at all he was out the door and on the dole with the rest of us.

I learned how to read and write. I liked reading, I read loads of war books and I would have been good at writing if me spelling hadn’t been so bad. I knew how to count, how to multiply and divide. I’d never get diddled in a bookie’s and I knew every finish in darts without even thinking about it.

I wasn’t going to be a banker, (although I did some bank jobs of a different nature) but, so what, it always looked like a boring fucking job.

I left school the year of the Group Cert, I didn’t even bother sitting it, didn’t see the point. The school inspector never came looking for me and everyone silently agreed that it was the right thing to do.

Ma asked me if I was going in one day and, when I said no, she never asked again.

I wasn’t alone, there was always a gang of us. We played football on the street all day, one eye on the ball and one eye on the world. You never knew when Lady Luck would come your way. Like the day a rookie driver came into the roundabout too quick and overturned his lorry. We didn’t give a fuck if he was dead, we were into the lorry like vultures, scavenging every crate of orange and lemonade that we could. We gorged ourselves until we were sick drinking the stuff. In the end we gave half of it away. There was always a chance, someone leaving a window open or a car door unlocked. In those days we never thought of doing a job unless there was no one in sight.

Night-time was when we came into our own. Suddenly we were alive and no one fucked with us. At night we hung around menancingly, bullying anyone who let us. I say “let” because it wasn’t as though we hung out in a different place every night. We could always be seen at the corner of the shops. There was an alley at the back of the shops with three lanes going off in different directions, a web of getaways for us and a stranglehold for anyone who dared enter our domain. Every night we were there, waiting, watching and if you wanted to avoid us you could. Anyone who dared to venture by we considered fair game.

I wasn’t really into kicking the shite out of some poncey git.

I liked a good millee. Like the time that Crumlin gang came up to the Gala or, even better still, a major snarl-up in town. God knows who’d show up, it was fucking great.

A good fight was everything, it gave you power, respect, but, above all, it gave you contacts. Contacts outside your own patch, in parts of the city you knew little or nothing about. Suddenly people would know your name, respect your name and want to do business. I was eighteen and starting to move in the right circles. I was going to be playing with the big boys.





CHAPTER TEN


TWO WEEKS LATER I was Johnser’s mot.

I couldn’t believe he’d asked me to go with him. I had entered a whole new world. When I was on his arm, I was it. Girls who had turned their noses up at you suddenly wanted to go to the toilets with you. When we got there, they wanted to know all about Johnser. I used to say that Johnser didn’t like me telling our secrets, that drove them mad. Because I never told them anything, they made it up. I heard that Johnser had a ten-inch dick, that he fucked all night, how he had a thousand pounds from a bank robbery hid under his mattress. How he always slept with a gun by his bed. How he beat the crap out of four, then five, then ten coppers, all in the one night, all at the same time. Bruce Lee, eat your heart out. It was fun, fun listening to the folklore, fun being the envy of them all. Fun being Johnser’s mot.

The strange thing is that looking back, being a cynic with age, it had all been a big fuss about nothing. It’s like with the Beatles, all that screaming, all that stuff about the “Fab Four”, all that “there’ll never be another Beatles”. Thanks be to Jasus. Some of their stuff was shite, pure rubbish. I hated them.

Went out tiger hunting with my elephant and gun,

For added protection I always took my mum. . .

If anyone else had released that they’d have been laughed out of the recording studio, but it was the Beatles so it had to be good.

And so it was with Johnser. In truth where we went was never that exciting. If anyone else had said, “Com’on, I’m takin yeh on a date,” and I ended up standing at the side of their local shops, with their gang, all shouting, “Get up yeh ride,” at every little tart that passed, I’d have told him where to get off. But this wasn’t anyone else, it was Johnser and, because it was Johnser, it was the best date I was ever on. It was like being whisked off on the Concorde to Paris and having a four-course meal in that restaurant that spins around at the top of the Eiffel Tower. It was the gear, life didn’t get any better.

The fact that I got the arse frozen off me didn’t seem to matter.

When Johnser was on his own he was different. He was quieter, more down-to-earth, more natural. Trouble was getting him alone long enough for him to stop acting so tough. There was always someone hanging around, always some mates in the background or someone he had to see, and once there was something going on the real Johnser was hid. While his mates were around he was the boss, the main man. He liked his position, he’d fought hard to get where he was and there was always some smartarsed kid who thought he’d like to have a go, some fella from another part of town, sick of hearing about crazy Johnser Kiely, sick of seeing Johnser Rules OK on every wall in Ballyer. Every second night Johnser fought, if it wasn’t his fight he made it his. If there wasn’t a fight he caused one.

“What are yeh lookin at?”

“Yeh talkin teh me?”

“What did yeh say ’bout me mot?”

They didn’t have to be looking, they didn’t have to talk to him, they didn’t have to say anything about me, or his sister or his granny, the poor fuckers were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. There was no point in grovelling, he hated that. At least if you fought he’d have some respect for you. Grovel, and he’d show you no mercy. To be honest, I loved it. At first, anyway. I was going on sixteen, acting eighteen and, if I was going to be eighteen, this was all part and parcel of the game.

It was great having me very own bodyguard. Before Johnser, I was one of those girls who got called a little ride as I walked by the shops. As soon as I was Johnser’s mot I got me name back.

It was always, “Howya, Jackie?”

All the others were still rides, but I was Jackie, I was special.

Things changed. In school I was suddenly in demand, the girls we were all afraid of now wanted me to be part of their gang and I was only too willing to join. I stopped hanging out with the squares, stopped rehearsing those stupid Mud songs, those stupid dances. Quo were everything. Rossi was a ride. I stopped wearing me uniform, started smoking in full view of the teacher’s staffroom, cut, Jackie loves Johnser forever OK, into every desk I sat at. For the first time in me life I saw the inside of the principal’s office.

I chewed gum day and night. Me answers were always short and said with that, “I-couldn’t-give-a-fuck-who-the-hell-yeh-are” attitude.

“So?”

“I don’t care.”

“So what?”

“I didn’t ask teh be born.”

Da was worried. Thought I was fucking possessed. The fucking Exorcist. Ma said it was a phase I was going through.

Me schoolwork suffered. I was never an A student but now I was barely a D, and that was only when I looked over Brigid “brainy arse” Brennan’s shoulder. God, to think she used to be a friend of mine.

Ma and Da were called to the school. To discuss me reports.

“What reports?”

All eyes turned to me.

“What?”

I know now that I broke me Da’s heart. He had such great expectations, I was going to be the first in the family to go to university. A doctor, well at least a nurse. At the time, I didn’t give a fuck. When he talked, all that went through me mind were the words of a Sweet song—

“Recognise your age, it’s a teenage rampage.”

Brian Connelly is a ride.

I ended up barely scraping a Group Cert and getting a job on the factory floor of Caffrey’s. Where all the rest of Da’s family had started.

Friday was great. We got our wages, ran home or, if the weather was really good, cycled. Once I got the bus but, more times than not, it was a waste of time waiting, because the bus had to go through the industrial estate and would be packed by the time it got to me. I had to give me ma twenty pounds a week. Fucking daylight robbery. And for what? Shite grub, two veg and potatoes. I hate veg. And me clothes washed. . . big deal.

On Friday we got fish and chips, not a veg in sight. . . bliss.

Then it was straight to the bath. . . hair dried. . . and out the fucking door before they had a chance to start.

“Where are you going?”

“What time will you be home?”

“Have you got your key?”

“Don’t be late.”

“AH, FUCK OFF!”





CHAPTER ELEVEN


I’D GET OFF the eighteen and he’d be there. Never looking, back turned to the bus stop. I used to try and act real cool. I’d walk to the traffic lights and wait for the little green man, even if there was nothing coming I’d still wait. Then I’d saunter across, skirt up to me arse, happy in the knowledge that no one would be brave enough to comment. They’d save their dirty remarks for some other poor bitch who just happened to get off the same bus. As she passed they’d say things like, “Get up, yeh ride. Are those tits hand-reared?”

Then they’d break their shite laughing, you’d think they’d just heard the joke of the century. Fucking eejits.

Johnser always greeted me with, “Howya?” No kiss.

Fuck off, kiss me in front of his mates and him stone cold sober, are yeh mad? I’d stand beside him smoking me brains out, freezing me arse off and answer in me usual supercool way.

“Shurrup, you.”

“Fuck off!”

“Yeah, yeh would alrigh.”

And when I got fed up answering or some smartarse had got the better of me, I’d say, “Did yeh hear what he called me, Johnser?”

That soon shut them up. Depending on his humour it would either end with Johnser saying, “Give it a rest,” or else he’d give them a good old-fashioned kick in the balls.

He was brilliant at it, everyone agreed. No matter how ready they were, he landed that kick every time. Crunch. And they’d end up on the ground in agony. We never said anything, just laughed as the poor fucker got to his feet rubbing himself.

You could set your watch by us. Half seven and we’d be outside the Quinnsworth off-licence, it was really the Elephant with a new name. Johnser collected all our money and went in, they never refused Johnser. He’d come out laden down with bags. Mainly cider but always a few cheap beers, one hundred cigarettes and, on the odd occasion, if the dosh stretched far enough, a bottle of vodka.

We drank down by the railway tracks or at the canal. The Naller, as we called it, was the best. The police never hassled us down there. The railway was different, they were afraid we’d do damage or play chicken with the late trains as they passed. The lads loved to play chicken. Jasus, looking back it was madness, they could have been killed.

I remember one night Fat Larry, pissed drunk, fell on to the track. Face down, straight between the lines and the train bombing along. He was flaked out. I started screaming and two other girls who were there that night started bawling their eyes out.

Johnser was like lightning. One minute he had his hand up me top, next he had Fat Larry up on his shoulders and was throwing him over the other side of the track. The train’s signal screeched into the night and we could see the driver’s face as it passed, he looked like death. As the train passed, we lost sight of Johnser and Fat Larry. Us girls kept on screaming as the lads shouted Johnser’s name. Then the train was gone and there he was, screaming at Fat Larry as he kicked the living daylights out of him.

The cops came down that night and Johnser was taken to the station.

Johnser saved Fat Larry, saved a train-load of culchies, drank twenty pints and kicked the shite outta the cops. He wrecked the cell, he wrecked the station.

“Did Johnser really do all that?”

“Can’t say, Johnser doesn’t like me teh talk about it.”

No one hassled you down at the Naller. Every gang had their own patch, a bridge or a lock and a little patch of grass. We had a bridge. In the summer; the bottles were hung on a rope and left in the water to stay cool. The lads would go for a dip and, when they were getting dressed again, they’d wrap towels around themselves and try to step out of their swimming shorts, while at the same time trying to get into their clothes. They were forever pulling the towels from each other and us girls would laugh and point at their mickies. Later, when we were alone, we’d swap notes about whose we’d seen and what size it was.

No one ever saw Johnser’s, no one was ever brave enough to pull his towel off. We all agreed that Slash had the biggest one, we nicknamed him Donkey. Whenever he walked by we’d all chorus, “Heehaw, heehaw.” And go into fits of giggles.

Slash would curse us from a height but he never knew what we were laughing at.

The little finger was raised whenever Fat Larry walked by and once again we’d be reduced to fits of laughter. It was all good fun. I loved those nights, we were all happy then.

There were always more fellas than girls. I was with Johnser; Slash had started going with a girl from Palmerstown, Sally was her name, so she became one of the gang. Fat Larry and Froggy never had a girlfriend. And Tommy Brady, Scall, Baldy and Tiny were forever switching between Mandy, Linda and Donna. We were like one big family, we had our ups and downs, our fights, but at the end of the day, we all looked out for each other. When darkness fell, we all paired off.

Johnser was so predictable, he’d start to sing. He always sang the same song, “Two outta three ain’t bad.”

He wasn’t the greatest singer in the world, but because he was Johnser, it sounded good.

“Now don’t be sad, cause two outta three ain’t bad.”

As soon as the word “Bad” hit the air, his arm would slip around me shoulder and, with the final note still ringing in our ears, we walked away from the others and made for our well-worn patch of grass, then we kissed.

He kissed with experience, tongue straight in, licking the top of me mouth, tickling, then touching me tongue. They banged against each other as if fighting, his always winning. The first time we kissed me mouth felt like it would cramp, it was numb for a day after. Every time I went to move me tongue it hurt, and I thought of Johnser.

Tongue fight over, he buried his head into me neck and his hands undid me blouse. He loved me tits, played with them for ages, squeezed them, tweaked them, sucked them, sometimes even bit them then, as the bulge in his jeans stood to attention, he dropped the hand.

I always said “no” and he always got annoyed.

“For Jasus sake, Jackie.”

“No!”

“But I’m mad about yeh.”

“Me da’ll kill me.”

“Fuck yer da.”

“Suppose I got. . . yeh know?”

“Yeh won’t.”

“How can yeh be so sure?”

“I’ll take it out before I come.”

“No, Johnser, I can’t.”

“Well, let me feel it.”

So I did. Every Friday, Saturday and Sunday night. I let him pull me knickers down, never off, and he ran his fingers through the mat of curly black hair, while I rubbed his mickey through his jeans. I always had one eye on the others, just in case Fat Larry had any ideas about becoming a peeping Tom. He said that he used to spy on his sisters while they were having a bath.

Well, he could fuck off, he wasn’t going to see mine.

The winter was the worst, we spent the whole time getting pissed on. Tiny was sent ahead to light a fire under the bridge and we all sat huddled around it. Our parents couldn’t understand why we wanted to go out on nights like that, when we had our lovely warm homes, but it wasn’t that simple. Under the bridge we were special, we were adults. Winter changed things, the couples stayed under the bridge while all the singles drifted back to the shops.

 

It was me sixteenth birthday. Ma and Da gave me twenty pound in a card. Ma snuck me a bottle of Tweed eau de toilette.

“Now don’t let your father see that, he still thinks you’re six, not sixteen.”

It was great, at least me ma knew I was a grown-up. Not like Aunty Carmel, she’d given me a three-pack of knickers with little rabbits on them. I could imagine Johnser’s face if he saw them, no thanks.

Johnser bought me a necklace, gold-plated, with a real fancy design set around the number eighteen. I’d have to take it off before I went home. I could just imagine the questions I’d be asked about wearing a necklace with eighteen on it, never mind who I’d got it from. They didn’t know about Johnser. I knew they’d want to meet him and Johnser wasn’t into that kind of thing, so to save all the hassle I never mentioned him. He gave me the necklace by the fire and we kissed. Within minutes, the usual questions were being asked and I was giving the usual answers. Me knickers were at half-mast and his fingers probed, like never before. At first only one finger slipped inside, ever so quick, just parting me, just enough to wet, not enough to protest. Then again, lower, deeper, moving along and touching me. God, it was. . . I don’t know. . . different.

The clit, that’s what we called it, he rubbed it, and it was great. I looked over at the other couples under the bridge, no one was watching. I opened me legs further and a second finger entered and, as I got wetter, a feeling I had never felt before, or as good since, happened and I came. I had to bury me head in his shirt so as not to scream out. I wanted to jump up and shout, “Oh yeah, Johnser, take me.”

But I just bit down hard on me lip. He rolled on top of me, his jeans rubbing against me, and I felt his thing, harder than ever, begging to be let free. He was moving as though he was riding me, but he was still wearing his jeans. I lay under him and we gyrated, like the real thing, like in the films and he held me so tight I knew he was coming. He rolled off me and I could see a large damp stain on the front of his jeans and I felt good. I felt like a woman, a woman in love.
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