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For Andrea and Matthew, The Clash, Rudi and the portly punks of ’77.




1


Everyone worth knowing knows exactly where they were when they heard Joe Strummer was dead. I know exactly where I was. I was sitting in a private room in a private hospital, trying to wank into a cup.

This probably needs some explaining.

Not everyone knows who Joe Strummer is. Or was. Joe was rock’n’roll.

He was The Clash.

For my generation, he was the man.

He sang ‘White Riot’ and ‘Garageland’ and ‘London Calling’ and ‘Know Your Rights’. He ran the tightest, wildest, most exciting beat combo in history.

He made music important. He changed lives in a way that Spandau Ballet or The Hollies never could. He was my Elvis, my Beatles, and he never got fat, or bland, or shot.

The world is indeed cruel. I know that more than most people. And I take refuge from that cruelty in the music of my youth.

Joe was dead and he was only fifty years old, yet Elton John was still alive. Chris de Burgh was still breathing while Joe, the man who Fought the Law and stood for  everything that was good and lush about rock’n’roll was pushing up daisies. Cliff Richard was still giving power to all his friends, for Christ’s sake. But Joe was dead. It had already been a miserable few years for the punk generation. Johnny Thunders had succumbed in a seedy New Orleans hotel, Ian Dury had lost a battle with cancer. Two of The Ramones had snuffed it, and the other two were touring as The Remains. But Joe - it wasn’t even a rock’n’roll death. He had taken his dog out for a walk in the countryside, then dropped dead from a heart attack. It was frightening.

Still, wanking into a cup.

The hospital was in Belfast West, that part of the city once known as West Belfast, until a £3m EC-funded tourism think-tank came up with a rebranding idea which was destined to fool all of the people none of the time. So we now had Belfast West, Belfast South, Belfast East and the Shankhill Road, because they knew better than to mess with those boys. I know a bit about tourism now, because it’s kind of what I do. What I’m reduced to doing.

Sad.

I was about six months into my pipe and slippers years, with the exception of the pipe. I was happily reunited with my wife, I lived in a nice house in a nice suburb close enough to enjoy Belfast’s many and varied shopping facilities but far enough away that we wouldn’t be overly put out if things went all to hell, which they still did from time to time. I was for many years a journalist of some repute, mostly ill, reporting mainly on the troubles - usually my own - but for the past six months I had endured journalism of the last resort, commonly known as public relations. Now I was working in a small operation set up by the Government to promote tourism in Ireland. They didn’t even call it Northern Ireland any more. The flag that hung lamely above Stormont was white. The project  I worked for was called Why Don’t You Come Home for a Pint?. It was aimed at the tens of thousands of students who’d exiled themselves from their homeland during the course of thirty years of violence, and was supposed to entice them home with the promise of high-paying jobs, low cost of living, a grand social life and a guarantee that nail bombs were a thing of the past. Which they are. They’re so 1970s. Whenever anyone phoned to enquire about grants or mortgages or business opportunities, I had to say, ‘Hi, this is Dan Starkey, why don’t you come home for a pint?’

Really. I had a script. I had to say it or I’d get a warning from the supervisor. You were allowed three warnings, then you got knee-capped. Old habits die hard.

But still, wanking into a cup.

You see, Patricia and I have had our ups and downs. And as the old nursery rhyme goes, when we were up we were up, but when we were down we were really fucking down. We had battled through separations, affairs, murder and mayhem, like any marriage really. Except there had also been Stevie, our boy, our boy with the red hair who’d starved to death in a bunker and been buried in a little white coffin. That had destroyed us and for a long time we’d gone our separate ways, knowing all the while that we still loved each other and that one day we’d get back together but neither of us prepared to make the first move.

And then it had happened, and needless to say drink was involved, and a party, and my old mate Mouse inviting us both without letting on and then deliberately seating us at different ends of the table during dinner so that we couldn’t slap each other round the head. Then he played old songs by The Rezillos and The Mekons and Rudi which everyone else looked aghast at but had me up dancing like an eejit and Patricia up there with me doing a silent boogie and trying not to look at me but eventually not able to  stop herself from smiling because Mouse put on ‘You’re a Disease, Babe’ and we were pissed and pushing forty and dancing to The Outcasts, which we wouldn’t even have done as teenagers because they were always the most unfashionable punk band in Belfast - but there, after midnight, pissed on red wine, with everyone else at the party begging for relief or Neil Diamond, we danced happily and punched the air every time Greg Cowan hit the chorus. We giggled and danced and eventually kissed and that was that. We went home together and we stayed together; we loved each other - with added ground rules. An end to the fecklessness, which translated as a proper job; I hadn’t been in a bar in months; occasionally we had dinner-parties; I have been known to toss a salad. And they say punk’s not dead.

We were happy.

And yet.

There was always the grey area, the invisible border we were not able to cross.

Little Stevie.

We would never forget him, but we had to. He would always be part of us. But he had to be removed. The memories of him took us high, but would invariably drag us low. It should have been easier for me. He wasn’t even my son. He was the product of Patricia’s affair with her work colleague Tony, an affair she’d largely undertaken as an act of revenge for my own philanderings. But then she’d half fallen in love with him. Of course he wanted nothing to do with the baby when it came along, because he was already married, and a ginger bap cunt at that.

Excuse me, the memory of it still riles.

And so it was that I said one night in bed, ‘Let’s have a baby.’

She cried and cried and cried, and I cleared my throat  a couple of times, and we decided that yes, now was the time.

So we tried. And tried. We went from this is fantastic, we’re having sex three times a day to Christ do we have to? in about two weeks. We were having sex in the ad breaks in Coronation Street; we were having sex while Patricia bought pots from Argos - albeit on the phone rather than in the store. I even found out later that Patricia bought a tiny pair of white booties to present me with as soon as she was pregnant.

Except she never did get pregnant, and eventually we went to the doctor, and we found out that Patricia had all sorts of gynae problems you don’t want to know about but mostly brought on by Little Stevie’s traumatic birth. Even if by some miracle she did get pregnant the chances of her carrying a child full-term were fuck all squared in a box.

The doctor sat us down and told us in that bland patronising way doctors have. Had to have, really. They couldn’t care about everyone or they’d blow their heads off. Patricia looked like she was going to cry. Her lip was quivering and her cheeks were flushed. I held her hand and said, ‘Well, is that it?’ to the doctor. And to Patricia I said: ‘Sure, can’t we always adopt?’

‘Don’t you think I’ve already thought about that?’ she snapped. ‘Do you think I wasn’t aware the odds were stacked against us?’

I shrugged helplessly.

‘Are you fucking brain dead?’

Patricia was always handy with the compliments when she was upset. The doctor, sensing three rounds of championship boxing coming up, told me adopting probably wasn’t a good idea. ‘Nobody gives their babies up for adoption any more. The only ones that are available are  either badly disabled or they’ve been abused and taken away from their parents.’

I sat with my head in my hands. Partly depressed, partly to stop Patricia striking me.

‘Did you ever think of IVF treatment and—?’ the doctor began to ask.

‘I can’t carry a bloody child,’ Patricia said angrily. ‘What the hell use would—’

‘Let me finish, Patricia.’ The doctor gave her a hard look and Patricia took a deep breath. ‘IVF treatment together with surrogacy. We could find a surrogate host for your child.’

I peered through my fingers. The doctor was nodding at Patricia.

Patricia wiped at an eye. ‘Surrogacy? Isn’t that, like, illegal or something?’

‘No. Not at all. It’s not illegal. It’s strictly regulated. But certainly not illegal. It may be that your eggs are perfectly fine. It may be that they can be extracted and then fertilised in a laboratory with your semen, Dan. Then a donor can be found to carry the child. It could be the perfect solution.’

Patricia was smiling already.

‘Dan?’ the doctor asked. ‘What do you think?’

‘About what?’

Patricia tutted.

‘About IVF treatment. Surrogacy.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘we were hoping for a Protestant - would there be any chance of UVF?’

 



And so, to wanking into a cup.

The New Haven Private Day Hospital was a redbrick building off the Falls, just opposite a heavily fortified - but beautifully landscaped - PSNI (Police Service of Northern Ireland) station. It had fifteen rooms where people were  sliced apart and put back together. The hospital had a similar number. There was a water-cooler in reception and everyone was pleasant. There were none of those ‘What the fuck do you want?’ looks which you got when you walked through the doors of the Royal Victoria Hospital. This was a consultation, a first baby step on the road to surrogacy. Even so we’d each been advised of what to expect, and been provided with a set of instructions. The consultant was a white South African with a name that rhymed with pomegranate, but we called him Dr Love. He was nice and friendly and talked us through the infertility treatment even while he had a lubricant-soaked 12-inch plastic probe up inside Patricia’s bits. The last time someone had been that personal with her I’d tried to knock him down with my car, and then become a father to his son. Dr Love looked at her ovaries on the monitor and tutted at the endometriosis then shook his head at the state she’d been left in after the birth of Stevie. He told us about the hormone injections Patricia would have to have, and that his clinic couldn’t legally provide us with a surrogate to carry the child, but would put us in contact with an organisation that could.

As he peeled off his rubber gloves he turned to me and smiled and then said, ‘So let’s be having you then, Dan.’

I swallowed, and Patricia gave me the thumbs-up. ‘Have a good one,’ she said.

A pretty nurse - and she would have to be pretty, they couldn’t have sprung some horse-faced hare-lipped hunchback on me who wouldn’t have grinned knowingly like this one did - led me down a short corridor to a room with QUIET stencilled on the door.

‘This is our Quiet Room,’ she said.

No, it’s not, I thought. It’s your Wank-in-a-Cup room.

She was grinning as she led me into the room, she was grinning as she pointed out the bathroom within,  the sofa, the table bearing three porn mags, and the cup for masturbating into. She was grinning even though she was well used to it. Of course I was well used to seeing Everton lose, but I still laughed every time it happened. So she grinned some more and said, ‘And you’ve abstained from sexual relations for three days?’

‘Days?’

‘Yes. Days.’

‘The bitch. She told me three weeks.’

Her grin widened. ‘Perhaps she misread the instructions.’

‘Perhaps she needs a thick ear.’

This was not very politically correct, but then who gives a fuck? Her grin narrowed somewhat. She told me to do my business into the plastic cup, and to then leave it on a small shelf outside the room where she would collect it and have it analysed to see how many swimmers I had. Then she left the room. I locked the door behind her, then checked that it really was locked - three times. Because there’s something about masturbation: all men, and several women, do it, but it’s a secret thing. You don’t say to your wife that you’re away upstairs for a wank; you wait until she’s downstairs defrosting chicken cutlets or out getting her hair ruined. You don’t wank into her favourite cup and then pop down and show it to her. ‘Look what I done!’ It’s a private thing between you and an old sock. But there I was in a private room in a private hospital with official approval to look at porn and masturbate.

Clinical.

Loveless.

Of course if you think this put me off, then you’ve got another thing coming.
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Any time, any place, anywhere. It’s a man thing.

Women need soft light and candles.

Men need soft porn and five minutes.

I sat down on the sofa and undid my trousers. I lifted one of the porn mags. It was top-shelf stuff, but hardly hardcore. Basically, it was women with their legs spread. There are worse things in life. So I sprang into action.

You don’t have to imagine this; it’s probably better if you don’t.

But I was sitting there looking at these heavily made-up women showing me their most private parts and thinking, What is a respectable time to spend masturbating before going back out cup in hand? If I spent three minutes they’d think I was a horn ball, or habitually premature. Thirty minutes, they’d also think I was a horn ball, or that I couldn’t get it up. Was there a happy medium - say fifteen minutes? Ten? Twenty? Was there such a thing as a respectable wank-time? Should they have imposed a time-limit? I was turning the pages all this time. I came across, metaphorically speaking, a smutty crossword someone had taken the time to fill in. And then three pages later  - well, make that five, because the last two pages were stuck together. Freshly stuck together. In fact, they were still damp. I Frisbee-ed the porn mag across the room.

Bollocks.

I glanced at my watch. I was six minutes in. Soon they’d start checking the clock. Making wisecracks. Maybe they had secret cameras to make sure I wasn’t doing anything I shouldn’t. A pervy-cam. I was sweating now. Losing interest. Christ. Maybe I was appearing live on the giant TV screen above Donegall Square. Maybe I was live on the Internet. Maybe half the world was laughing. Maybe Noel Edmonds or some other beardless wonder would stroll in and announce I was on Candid Camera.

With my trousers around my ankles I shuffled across and checked that the door was locked again. Then I checked the light-fittings for hidden cameras. Nothing. But it didn’t mean they weren’t there.

Nine minutes, sitting there, half-mast.

Twelve minutes, even less.

Concentrate.

Concentrate? Since when did you have to concentrate on . . .

Jesus come on, it’s all in a good cause.

I wonder how many games Liverpool need to win to be sure of European qualification?

Stanley Baxter did not star in Zulu.

Fifteen minutes.

Stanley Baker.

They’re really getting worried now. Soon the nurse is going to knock on the door and say, ‘Is everything all right?’

Just coming.

Okay. Okay. Relax. Relax.


Think about . . . think about sex, think about the best sex  you ever had. No, the first sex you ever had. The wonder of it. The absolutely fantastic wonder of it. Even the first kiss. Who was that with? It was lying in the snow with a girl. Not Patricia. She was my first proper girlfriend, but there were other fumblings in the dark. That’s better, that’s definitely better. Imagine the excitement of that, of the first time, of discovering an entirely new, long-dreamed-of but undiscovered world. Like the Vikings landing in America. Like Armstrong setting foot on the moon. Like kissing a girl for the first time, like feeling her tongue in your mouth, tasting warm cider and burgeoning lust - definitely, this is the business - like squeezing your fingers under bra wires, expecting a mouse trap but getting warm skin, getting pulled close safe in the knowledge that she was as young and naïve and absolutely up for it as you, lying in snow but it could be on a beach, you’re as hard as a rock, you’re going to do it, you’re really going to . . .

Ejaculate.

And I did.

There and then in the snow.

And there and then in the room.

‘Fuck,’ I said then, as she said, ‘What? What’s wrong?’

‘Someone’s coming.’

There was, and I had. But she never knew.

And now I’d come again, thinking back twenty-four years and it was wonderful then and it was wonderful now.

And then I remembered the cup.

I remembered that I’d forgotten the cup.

That I’d made a fucking mess everywhere and I’d forgotten the god-damn cup. What the hell was I supposed to do now?

Jesus Christ.

What sort of a bloody idiot . . .

God . . . Christ . . . I hobbled in my half-mast trousers to  the bathroom and soaked a towel. I rubbed at my trousers, I rubbed at the seat, I rubbed at the floor. Christ. I looked at my watch - twenty-five minutes. I was getting into ‘we’d better check on him, he might have had a coronary’ territory. I rubbed and I rubbed and I rubbed until no one but a crack police forensics team or a moron could tell the difference. Thirty-two minutes.

What the hell was I supposed to do now?

I was forty years old.

I couldn’t just produce another cupful like that.

It would take at least thirty-seven minutes, and probably a doze, then a bit of a walk and a ham sandwich.

I wasn’t fucking Superman.

And even if I did produce another dribble, they’d be weak and tired, barely interested, forced out under sufferance, not the Gold Medal swimmers we needed to progress with the surrogacy. I’d be humiliated. My sperm count would hardly register. They’d fail their O-levels. They’d get a must try harder stamp from the nurse. The pretty nurse would be grinning so hard she’d split the top of her head off.

Bloody hell.

What was I going to tell Trish? Here for possibly the most important, relationship-defining day of our lives, when all I had to do was concentrate for five minutes, and look what I’d done, and look where I’d done it.

Christ.

Thirty-seven minutes.

Soon the SAS would come swinging through the windows to rescue me.

I would have to think of something.

Something now.

A migraine.

A stroke.

The nurse grinning.

Christ.

I pulled up my trousers and hurried to the door. I unlocked it and peered into the corridor. It was empty. Directly across from me there was a shelf with a small door behind it where I was supposed to leave my sample. I heard footsteps and ducked back into the room, leaving the door open just enough to see a nurse - a different nurse - hurry past.

Patricia - I have good news, and I have bad news.

The good news is, ejaculation was no problem.

The bad news is, if you want to count it, you’ll have to get down on your hands and knees.

What was I like?

I had always brought shame on my family - through no fault of my own, of course, except in cases of extreme stupidity - but this brought it to an entirely new level.

I had sworn on our most recent reconciliation to be honest with Patricia at all times.

That if I strayed, or put our house on a horse, or gave her tacky ornaments to Oxfam with instructions to smash them, then I could and would be brutally honest. But this? How could I tell her this without utterly humiliating myself? I wouldn’t be able to hold my head up even in my last refuge, my own house. And even if she stuck with me, even if she swore never to tell a soul, it would get out there. These things always came out. She’d get drunk and tell my friends. And they’d all snigger into their cocktails and they’d tell their friends and it would soon evolve into an urban myth.

I peered out into the corridor again.

This time a male nurse was coming past. I had to do something. I had to do something quick. He was a big fella, six foot at least, squarely built. I hissed across at him, ‘Hey, mate, c’mere a minute.’

He turned towards me. Close-cropped hair and small, inquisitive eyes. He came over.

‘Listen,’ I began, not really sure where I was going. ‘I’m in a bit of a hole. I’m . . . look, my son died . . . we’re desperate to have another kid. We came here to get help . . . You know what this room is? The QUIET ROOM. You know what the QUIET ROOM is - of course you do. I’ve . . . Christ, look, mate I’ve had a bit of an accident, and I can’t go back there and say . . . like, what do you say? I just can’t go back and look like a total eejit. I was like wondering . . . do you know where I’m going? Do you understand what I’m saying?’

‘No,’ he said.

‘Look, it’s quite simple. I need you . . . I’d like you . . . Look, mate, no strings attached, I know it’s kind of odd, I’m not a weirdo, I’m just really stuck. I’m too old for this, I can’t just produce it like . . . I really need some help.’

‘What sort of help?’

‘I need you to come in here and wank into a cup.’

His eyes widened slightly, then narrowed again. I could almost hear the clogs turning in his brain. Or perhaps cogs. He glanced up and down the corridor, then moved slightly closer.

‘What sort of a cup?’

‘What?’

‘What sort of a cup do you want me to wank into?’

‘What do you mean? What the fuck does it matter?’

‘You mean like a big cup, like a pint glass, or a wee one, like an egg cup?’

‘What the fuck does it matter?!’

‘I’d just like to know.’

‘I’m inviting you in here to masturbate and you’re worried about what sort of a cup you’ll have to wank into? What sort of a fucking mental are you?’

‘Please yourself, mate,’ he said, and started to turn away.

‘No! I’m sorry. I’m sorry.’ He stopped. ‘Look - okay. Okay - it’s a small plastic cup. Please. This is so important.’

He turned back. ‘How much?’

‘How much? How the fuck do I know. A cupful? Half a cup?’

‘No - I mean how much are you paying?’

‘Paying?’

‘I’m not going in there to wank into a cup for nothing.’

‘Well - fuck, how much do you want?’

‘A hundred.’

‘Quid?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay. All right. That seems fair.’ I took out my wallet. Luckily, and rarely, I had enough. ‘Fifty now, and fifty when you deliver.’

‘A hundred now.’

‘What if you don’t deliver?’

‘I’ll work at it until I do.’

I looked at my watch. Forty-four minutes.

‘All right - deal. Come on.’

I ushered him into the room. I showed him the bathroom and I picked up the porn mags. ‘Here,’ I said, ‘this might help.’

He held up a hand to refuse them. ‘That’s not what I’m into.’

I nodded. He closed the door. He locked it. I gave him two minutes.

‘Everything okay?’ I said.

‘Yes.’

‘Are you going to be long?’

‘Not if you shut up.’

‘Okay. Fine. I’ll . . . just sit over here.’

It would be okay, everything would be okay. I could  explain it away to Trish. I was nervous. The antiseptic surroundings of the hospital. She would somehow perceive it to be a compliment to her that I was unable to do it without her being with me. It was only a sample they were looking for. It wasn’t as if they were going to match it up with Patricia’s eggs. It was just to check the sperm count. He would have a fine and healthy sperm count. It wasn’t like he was some albino dwarf. He was a strapping big guy with normal sperm.

What was I even thinking of?

Christ.

I should crack the door open and toss him out of there for being such a pervert.

What sort of a guy goes into a room and wanks for money?

And what sort of a guy asks him to?

I buried my head in my hands.

From inside the bathroom, he said, ‘Oh baby.’

I blushed. I really blushed.

He said, ‘Oh, baby . . .’

I cleared my throat.

He said, ‘Give it to me.’

Then he cranked up the volume. ‘GIVE IT TO ME!’ he bellowed.

Christ.

And then my mobile phone rang.

I pulled it out, fearing it was Trish. But I didn’t recognise the number. I pressed the button. Before he, she or it could speak there came a:

‘HARDER. HARDER.’

I swallowed and said, ‘Hello?’

‘Dan?’

‘OOOOH YES!’

I cleared my throat. ‘Yes.’

‘Dan, it’s Davie.’


‘OOH YES. YES. YES!’


I cleared my throat again. ‘Davie?’

‘Yes, Davie.’

‘Davie?’

‘Davie, Davie.’

‘GIVE IT TO ME, GIVE IT TO ME HARD.’

‘Davie Kincaid?’

‘Yes, Davie Kincaid.’

‘Davie Kincaid? The Davie Kincaid?’

‘OOOOH YES!’

‘Yes, Dan. How’re you doin’?’

‘I’m . . . fine. Davie Kincaid? But I haven’t—’

‘I know, Dan, it’s donkey’s years. But I had to call. As soon as I heard, I had to call.’

‘OOH yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!’


‘Dan, is this a bad time? There seems to be—’

‘No, it’s fine. We just . . . we have the painters in.’

‘Are they having sex?’

‘No. They’re just . . . admiring their work. They’re doing a mural, you see. But what do you mean “as soon as you heard”?’

‘You haven’t heard?’

‘I don’t know what I haven’t heard, Davie. Davie Kincaid. My God.’

‘He’s dead.’

‘Who’s dead?’

‘Strummer.’

‘Strummer?’

‘Joe’s dead, Dan. I had to call. He’s gone. It was just on the news. Of all the people in all the world, I had to call you.’

‘Joe?’

‘Joe.’

‘But he’s only . . .’

‘I know, Dan.’ His voice was shaky.

‘Davie.’ Christ Almighty, so was mine. Joe Strummer. Rock’n’roll. Bottles of cider on the beach, pogo-ing madly, parties, gigs, fanzines, singles, spiked hair, anarchy, gobbing, missing the last bus home, forming bands, posing with sunglasses, writing lyrics, wailing into a mike, trying to learn a chord, abusing people wearing cords, flares, big permed hair, being attacked for wearing drainpipes, being chased by Rockers, throwing up, sniffing Poppers, having just the best time of our lives. And all traced directly back to Joe. It was just miserable to know that he was dead. And then the tears came. It was just the most shocking, horrible news I could think of.

‘Dan, are you okay?’

‘Yes . . . yes. It’s just - devastating.’

‘I know . . . I know. I knew you’d understand. Everyone round here’s looking at me like I’m a head the ball. But Strummer. Jesus.’

I tried to wipe at my tears but they kept coming.

Then there was a knock on the door.

‘Mr Starkey? Is everything all right?’


‘Yes!’ It wasn’t a shout, it was a wail.

Strummer was dead.

‘Are you sure?’

The nurse didn’t wait for an answer; I heard a key in the door, and it opened inwards. She was standing there looking concerned, her mouth open, her eyes wide. Patricia was standing behind her, looking perplexed, but not, I later thought, unduly surprised. And I was standing there, with my zip down, my trousers slightly damp, tears tripping me.

From the bathroom, my new friend bellowed: ‘GIVE ME YOUR BIG COCK! YESSSSS!’


I swallowed. I raised the phone again. ‘I’m going to have to call you back, Davie,’ I said.
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Davie. Big Davie Kincaid.

Davie was six foot two before he was fifteen years old, a lanky big fella who could get served in off-licences years before anyone else in our crowd but always went bright red when a girl talked to him. For two years from the summer of 1977, he was my best mate. My parents, in one of their rare moments of adventure, had moved the fifteen miles down from Belfast into a seaside village called Groomsport in search of a quiet life. I was fifteen years old and full of testosterone, hormones, spunk and punk and it was like moving to another world. I was a product of the rough tough streets of Belfast; Groomsport on the other hand had some rather nice cul-de-sacs. The nearest it had to a paramilitary organisation was the Boys’ Brigade. It was my particular claim to fame that I introduced punk rock to Groomsport. Before my arrival it had been a tasteless wasteland of showbands and Genesis; within a week it was dancing to Richard Hell and The Voidoids. The local youth club grooved to Patrick Hernandez and ‘Born to be Alive’. Within a week I’d kids pogo-ing to The Stranglers’ ‘No More Heroes’. It was a mini-me version of ‘Anarchy in  the UK’ and I loved it; it was a great time to be alive, and the perfect time to get beaten up.

Because of course there was the slightly older generation, into Queen and Zeppelin, who felt threatened by punk - dinosaurs staring into the pit of their own destruction. Actually they were just pissed off by spotty-faced drunks causing a racket. Either way, they’d chase us and nail us from time to time, but it didn’t put us off or slow us down. Me and Davie would sail into The Stables, the biggest local bar, every Saturday night without fail, looking like twin clones of Sid Vicious, and order our pints. We’d be refused, because I looked about twelve. Then we’d fire off the verbal abuse and we’d be thrown out.

‘Two pints of Harp, mate.’

‘How old are you?’ Vernon the barman would ask.

‘Nineteen.’

‘Date of birth?’

‘Thirteenth of the sixth 1960.’

They wouldn’t even bother to work it out.

‘ID?’

‘I’m nineteen, right?’

‘Sorry, son, try again when you’ve got some bum-fluff on your cheeks.’

And the whole bar would laugh.

‘Fuck you, you fat cunt!’ Davie would shout, dipping into his Penguin Book of Oscar Wilde Epigrams.

‘Out!’

‘Yeah, you and whose army?’

Well, actually, him and most of the bar would throw us out.

It was a ritual.

We always had an ace up our sleeve - the off-licence round the corner where Davie would get served those big flagons of Olde English cider. We’d take them down to the  park and sit with our little shoe-box cassette player and get completely pissed listening to The Clash and The Buzzcocks and Belfast bands Protex, Ruefrex and Rudi. Then we’d call for Karen.

Ah now, to be fifteen again.

Karen Malloy was fifteen, going on twenty-one, the most beautiful girl either of us had ever seen. We were both totally in love, smitten, in lust; and because we were both too shy to ask her out, or to face the absolute certainty of a humiliating rejection, we did what teenage boys have always done: we hung around, annoying her. Where she went, we went; where she played, we played; when she went to school, we were there at the bus stop, when she came off her bus, we were idling nearby; when she took her spaniel for a walk we went too, trailing behind like we were in heat - and we were; it was the only exercise either of us got. We shadowed her to church, we followed her home; her parents called the cops on us half a dozen times for loitering outside her house, but it didn’t stop us. And looking back, I don’t think we ever even spoke to her. The occasional, ‘Hi,’ maybe. She had short blonde hair, thin lips, a big smile; we followed her into Unicorn Records once and saw her buy an Electric Light Orchestra album, but we dismissed that as pure innocence we would soon correct. The interesting thing was that we both pursued her with never any talk about what we’d do if she did happen to take an interest, as if somehow she would want to go out with both of us at the same time rather than split us up. Or she would make her choice, and Davie would go off and commit suicide, and I wouldn’t mind in the slightest because I was going out with Karen Malloy. But she was never going to go out with us. I think we knew that, deep down. We just couldn’t give her up. We thought that by hanging around her we would grow on her. That she  would see us for the wonderful, dynamic, funny boys we thought we were.

I remember one night, we went round to her house after midnight and threw stones at her bedroom window. Of course we were pissed at the time. We missed completely and cracked the next door’s glass. We took off, cackling. We were still laughing about it in the park when the neighbour caught up with us. We debated briefly whether to make a fight of it, but decided to be meek and apologetic instead; the fact that she was seventy years old and on a walking stick meant that we probably would have won the fight, but then be lynched by her family. She’d been down the pub for a drink and was hobbling home when she happened upon us smashing her window.

So we said sorry.

‘Sorry, missus.’ She didn’t seem too put out, actually.

‘You boys are always hanging around.’

We shrugged.

‘It’s Karen, isn’t it?’

We shrugged.

‘You’re like sticking plasters.’

We shrugged.

Davie, emboldened by drink, said: ‘She’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever met.’

‘You’ve never met her,’ I pointed out.

‘She is beautiful,’ the old woman said. ‘Up to a point.’

‘What’re you talking about, up to a point?’

She smiled benevolently at Davie. She took a seat on one of the swings in the children’s playground she’d cornered us in. She put her hand out and Davie was confused for a moment, then the penny dropped and he gave her the flagon. She took a long drink of the sweet alcohol. She wiped her hand across her mouth. ‘Ah,’ she said, ‘that takes me back.’

Davie winked at me. ‘Don’t fancy yours much,’ he whispered.

‘Any port in a storm,’ I replied, and probably meant it.

‘Anyway,’ Davie said, ‘what shite are you talking about - “she’s beautiful, up to a point”?’

The old woman explained: ‘She’s a nice kid, and yes all right, she’s pretty enough. But lads - I see you hanging around her all the time and she’s not the slightest bit interested. She’s fifteen. Fifteen-year-old girls don’t want fifteen-year-old boys. They want older boys. Believe me, I know.’

We looked at our feet. She was speaking the truth, we knew it.

‘Besides, she’s only beautiful in Groomsport.’

‘What the fuck are you talking about now?’ Davie snapped.

‘Listen to me. Look at this place. Groomsport. About a thousand people. And in a place this size, yes, she’s considered beautiful. But go a mile down the road to Bangor, put her in with the girls there, she’d merely be good-looking. Go ten miles up the road to Belfast, and what’s considered good-looking in Bangor would be merely okay, maybe even plain. And send her to London, they’d think she’d been beaten with the ugly stick.’

‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ Davie snapped again.

She took another swig of his cider. ‘If you want to pursue beauty, go to the big city. That’s how it works. Beautiful people get better jobs and gravitate to the city. There they meet other beautiful people and have beautiful children. It’s the way things are. That’s the thing about little country villages. The slow and the plain and the unambitious get left behind, and they marry and they have slower and plainer and less ambitious children. Don’t let it happen to you, boys.  You’re bright, I can see that. You’re individuals. Get out of here while you can.’

I started to think about this. It seemed to make sense, but then I was pissed on cider.

Davie was nodding sagely as well.

Then he pushed her off her swing and stole her handbag.

He took off into the night, cackling wildly.

And I ran after him.

 



I drove down to Groomsport two nights after the incident in the Quiet Room. This was a calculated risk as I hadn’t possessed a driving licence for some considerable time. There had been a small ‘incident’ which forced some dozy judge to remove it until, and I quote, ‘hell freezeth over’. But now that terrorism was largely a dying art there weren’t so many security checkpoints on the roads, so the chances of me being caught out were much reduced. I just had to drive carefully. It wasn’t a problem. I’m a careful kind of a guy. I drove down the coast at a steady thirty-five miles per hour. Other motorists screamed abuse at me, but it was water off a duck’s back.

Somehow it didn’t surprise me that Davie had never moved away from the village. We’d enjoyed two golden years of punk, but then my parents had grown tired of the constant sniffles of Irish seaside life and gone back to the city. For a while Davie came up to see me at weekends; funnily enough I can’t remember ever going back down to Groomsport to see him. I met new friends, different girls, then Trish, my first proper relationship, my only proper relationship. She met Davie a couple of times and seemed to like him, but was quite wary of him as well. Maybe she was jealous of how close we had been, but she needn’t have worried because we really weren’t close at all any more. After a while he stopped coming up; there was the  occasional phone call, then Christmas cards. Then nothing. I heard on the grapevine that he had joined the police, and then a couple of times while out reporting I ran into him. He was big and imposing with his uniform and gun; I was usually bedraggled and hungover. Our conversations were stilted and embarrassing. He was a cop, and being a cop changes you. It goes with the territory. God knows what he made of me. We exchanged numbers and promised to give each other a bell, but we never did.

Sad, really.

And then Joe Strummer pops his clogs and I’m motoring down to The Stables in Groomsport to meet him and really not knowing what to expect. It had to be at least eight years since I’d last bumped into him; then hurried words on a mobile and an agreement to meet up soon while a gay nurse jacked off in the background and my wife screamed at me.

 



I pulled into The Stables car park. Patricia had given her tacit approval to me driving down to meet him but warned me against drinking and driving. Davie said he’d put me up for the night. Fair enough. The bar had changed quite a bit over the years; it had once boasted the kind of musty smell you get in pubs that don’t bother to clean their carpets from one decade to the next, but now everything was new and polished and family-friendly. Same staff, though. Big Vernon, who’d once terrorised us, thumping us around the ears and hurling us out into the car park, Vernon whom we’d terrorised in return, running a hose pipe into his car and filling it with water, ordering tonnes of coal for his apartment - he was behind the bar, paunchier, balder, but still recognisably Vernon.

He saw me, looked puzzled, then surprised, then pointed to the doors. ‘Out,’ he said. ‘You’re barred.’

I stood my ground. ‘Yeah? You and whose army?’

‘Me and this army,’ he scowled, and nodded at the bar before him and the three guys sitting with their backs to me. One by one they turned around, growling.

‘All right, lads,’ I said.

I was forty years old. I was too old to run away, and too old to stand and fight. I was caught in no-man’s land cursing the mistakes of my youth and the eternal memories of smalltown hard men.

And then they smiled.

They came off their stools laughing and said: ‘’Bout ya, Dan - how’re you doin’?’

I was staggered.

I looked closer. Jesus. Bald - fat - bearded . . . these were old friends. Mark, Tommy, Sean - punks of my generation gone to seed. They had their hands out and were clapping me on the back and saying how great it was to see me and what the hell had I been up to.

‘Jesus, guys, bolt from the blue or what. Let me get you a drink.’

‘No,’ Vernon snapped. Then quickly followed with: ‘The drinks are on me. Eh, Dan? Local celeb returns home.’

‘Celeb?’

‘Dan, you’re never out of the papers. Your column, we used to love that. And then your books and all the trouble you get into. You’re the closest thing Groomsport will ever have to a celebrity.’

I shrugged helplessly and happily. I was a celebrity in Groomsport in the same way that Karen Malloy had been a great beauty; it meant bugger all just a mile away up the road. But still, Vernon was buying me a drink.

‘So what are you havin’?’

I ordered a pint. ‘I’m supposed to be meeting Big Davie. Have you—?’

And with perfect timing, the opening chords of ‘Should I Stay Or Should I Go?’ pealed out of the jukebox, and the boys parted to reveal Davie leaning against it with his arms folded across a leather jacket and his hair slightly quiffed up. Very rock’n’roll. I wasn’t sure if this was still his normal style, or whether he’d made a special effort. I, on the other hand, was dressed head to foot courtesy of Kays Catalogue. Polyester Man. I was getting old. I felt it now, and Trish did nothing to help me, ordering all this crap out of a catalogue. ‘How’re you doin’, mate?’ Davie grinned. ‘Thought I’d get the boys back together to mark the occasion. Little Danny Starkey’s back in town.’

‘Davie.’

‘Whaddya think - The Clash on The Stables’ jukebox! It only took Vernon twenty-five fuckin’ years.’

Vernon grinned across, but it seemed to me that a flicker of anger crossed his face. The boys themselves looked a bit awkward.

‘C’mon and get a pint, Davie,’ Mark said. ‘Vernon’s buying.’

Davie stood by the jukebox for a moment longer, then came across with his hand extended. ‘Dan,’ he said.

We shook.

‘Shakin’ hands like we’re all grown-up,’ he said.

‘I know. Happens to us all.’

I nodded around my old friends. It did happen to us all. We managed to get a couple of rounds in, chatting about the old days, without me talking to Davie directly at all; there was something between us, an awkwardness, a holding back. But then one by one the others began to make their excuses and leave. One was driving and didn’t want to risk his licence. One had to relieve a babysitter. One couldn’t take another drink or he’d be up all night burping. They shook my hand again and said how great it  was to see me, but I could tell they were kind of relieved to be going home. The pub was no longer their natural environment. They were family men. Davie and I never were, never had been.

‘Great to see them, all the same,’ I said.

‘Ah, part-time punks,’ he replied dismissively. ‘You see them more than I do.’

‘But you’re still in Groomsport.’

‘Oh aye. Fucking fixture in here.’ He nodded around the bar. Vernon glanced over, but stayed talking to another punter.

‘What about Joe, then?’ Davie said.

‘Aye. Dreadful.’

We looked at our drinks. I’d come all this way to reminisce about The Clash, but we seemed to have exhausted it with one exchange.

Davie nodded back up to the bar. ‘Ah, fuck it,’ he said. ‘Vernon, give us four pints of snakebite.’ He winked across at me. ‘It’s like we’re on a first date, mate, isn’t it? Awkward as fuck. Let’s sink these and then the barriers will come down.’

I nodded.

I was in a quiet village getting quietly drunk with an old mate. It wasn’t the sort of place where you could possibly get into trouble.
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Vernon, my new best buddy, threw us out just after midnight. He barred Davie for ramming bottle-tops into the coin slot on the jukebox and screaming, ‘Daniel O’Donnell’s a cunt! Daniel O’Donnell’s a cunt!’ at the top of his voice.

The sentiment wasn’t wrong, just the means of expression.

I was drunk, but Davie was pissed. He was funny though, which makes up for a lot of things. We’d talked for hours. He was right. We needed to get pissed together to break down the barriers that had been erected over the past twenty years. Now we were rolling along the main street like kids, the wind off the sea battering us, the rain soaking us, but neither of us caring. We were just having a laugh. Big Davie. My mate. He’d even managed to persuade Vernon to sell him half a dozen cans before throwing him out. It was like the United States selling weapons to Iraq. Sooner or later he knew Davie was going to come back and slap him in the face with them.
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