“Analysis of the Song 'Breakaway' By Tony Basil”
By:  Paul Lynch
I was seventeen, a late bloomer, nervous with clammy hands and my hair needed cutting. When I look at the photos of myself back then, the remaining few I haven’t intentionally misplaced, all I can look at is the hair- this unwieldy white man afro, fringe to my eyebrows. 
But I digress.
I was working part time in Woolworth's, in the music department downstairs next to kitchen appliances. Blenders, toasters, pots and pans. I was smoking a lot of weed then, so I wasn’t exactly alert and I guess I would just saunter around trying to look busy and knowing that if it wasn’t so close to Christmas I would have been fired in an instant.
But mostly, I would just watch her. Older than me, no doubt. Not by a huge margin, but by enough of a difference to make it a complete impossibility. We all watched her, I think, much like we watched every other girl who passed us, our mass of male confusion. But we watched her with much more intent, and that was the difference.
Blonde hair and unobtainable. That’s all you need to know.
Her name was Sarah and I didn’t love her but it made the day go faster.
I got in with a drinking crowd. I fell into the pub with them almost on accident one Friday night and it became an situation where I would drink at dinnertime and three or four nights a week in probably about six weeks. I am not complaining, it is good to get out of the house.
But I grew to drinking, began to show some weight, and she would occasionally smile at me as we passed on the floor. Nothing in it, but a smile was better than being ignored. I started drinking coffee to get rid of my hangovers- which didn’t work- and I became a little alert in work, the rapidly underselling CD section starting to look tidier and more approachable. My red shirt became blue with December, after one of the till staff got caught stealing sale stickers and one of her friends turned up at her till and got seven films and a blender from Kitchen Appliances for eighteen pounds ninety nine pence. I had no excuse to skive on the tills, shut up and got on with my job, got drunk after work one Friday night.
And she was there, at another table with a couple of other girls. I passed her once at the bar, she said hello, that was that.
I think she would have acknowledged me further, had I had shorter hair.
“Where did you end up after I saw you last Friday?” I said, Tuesday afternoon because she didn’t work Mondays. It was the first full sentence I had said to her, there had been just nods and smiles before.
“Here and there,” she said, walking to and opening the fridge; I stared at her back. She took out a bottle of fruit juice, her name scribbled on the carton in black marker.
Pouring the juice into a blue plastic glass, she tapped her foot aimlessly, looked everywhere at once. Placing the carton back into the fridge, she drank her glass in one and put it into the sink. Turned, smiled, walked away.
I tried, unsuccessfully, not to watch her, and ultimately sat alone on the stained lilac couch, read my paper, ate my soup, and came back late from my break.
Weeks passed of the same cycle, brief smiles and nothing more. Yet I still felt I was making a dent in her, however erroneous that may seem. That I was breaking down this girl’s defences; one day she would be mine. Etc.
Well, not quite.
It was the week before Christmas, stood at the bar on a Thursday night, tapping my lighter on the bar absent-mindedly, a little stoned and a little drunk. It was relatively late, I think, the pub was emptying out, and I was buying my last drink plus a bitter for my manager, older than me and recently divorced.
I had ordered, was waiting, and I felt warm hands at my hip and I jumped, my shoulders tensed, spun on my feet. As you may have already guessed by now, it was her. Stood beside her, a smaller girl with darker hair, younger I think. She smiled at me and I don’t know what I did.
“Are you going to buy us a drink then, or what?”
I was fucking skint, but I did it anyway.
And we sat and drank with them, my manager and I. He was balding, middle-aged, and you know about me, sat beside Sarah’s not entirely unattractive friend. She talked to me more than Sarah, who kept disappearing with phone pressed to her ear and constantly itching her nose.
My manager was drunk and seemed not to mind that I didn’t pay him an iota of attention.
Sarah’s friend, Joanne, told me about Sarah and her argumentative, cocaine selling- this part whispered so quietly I could barely hear it- boyfriend, how it was difficult sometimes if she was out with the two of them, and how she hated him at their flat. She told me about her night-school Spanish classes, a dress she had bought off eBay that was two sizes smaller than they had said on the auction, her sister’s dog, and when I bought her another drink she smiled and said thanks. Somehow, by the time I had reached the last bus home, I had her number scrawled on the back of a beer mat, clasped in my hand.
I rang her, only once, and she picked up on the third ring. I was sat on the third stair in the hallway of my mother’s home, feet on the stair below and the phone crooked under my neck, against my shoulder. I was throwing an apple from one hand to another, staring at the door positioned directly in front of me.
“It’s you,” she said, “I didn’t think you’d call.”
“Why not?”
“I thought you had a crush on my flatmate.”
My mother told me I should get my hair cut and my sister agreed. I did too, surprisingly. And what about some new clothes, my sister said, but I couldn’t afford that.
In the bath that night I stared at the mirror for what seemed like hours but wasn‘t, looking at this mass of hair as it flattened wet against my head and crept along my cheeks. It felt like I had to say goodbye to my world of curls, but I didn’t really know how or why so I simply allowed the thought to pass.
I dried myself off, ate some fruit and fell asleep on top of the covers, still wrapped in my towel.
It is never a good sign when a barber grimaces as he is stood behind you, a razor pressed to your head. A grimace, he exhaled, and took three steps back. It is not like I would not notice what had happened, so I don’t understand why he didn’t say anything to me straight away. Instead, I watched him walk over to a woman sat in one of the barber’s chairs behind me reading the paper. I watched him whisper in her ear, their faces partially obscured by the paper she held in front of her face. His hand was shaking slightly, I think, and they walked back to me together. She spoke.
“We’ve made a mistake,” she said, still holding the paper.
“What kind of mistake?”
And it was his turn now, taking a step forward. “My clippers slipped, I’m sorry. There’s no charge for this, okay?”
“There’s no charge for the clippers slipping? I should hope not,” my pathetic attempt at wit.
But he smiled, “the haircut.”
And so it turned out that they had to shave it all off, the mistake was that severe.
My head felt fucking freezing, and I zipped my long coat right up, covering my mouth, to compensate. My hands were thrust in my pockets and I was beginning to just feel bizarre. I had kept my hair for so long, this sudden loss was akin to nothing I can think of. I just felt wrong.
And I looked it, as well, walking into work fifteen minutes late and every member of staff just staring at me, just puzzled and looks on faces that just read “I’m sure he used to have hair,” and I did but I don’t anymore. My first haircut in six years and this is what happens.
And I got home early, having managed to catch the bus I generally always missed. My mother wasn’t home, but my sister was, sat on the couch in her school uniform and flicking through channels at the kind of speed where they all just blur into one.
She laughed, profusely. I took a shower and ironed my clothes, another first.
And I guess at some point before I left the house, I stopped caring about the loss of hair. It seemed refreshing to get into the shower and to have managed to go out without spending five minutes on my hair alone, without using a quarter of a shampoo bottle trying to remove the dirt and the smoke from the mass resting on my scalp.
So, to summarise, I walked out of the house smelling clean in freshly ironed clothes, slowly adjusting to the loss of six year’s worth of unkempt hair and on the way to meet a girl I found it hard to believe found me attractive. But she had accepted the date, and I was going to be there early because I was always late and it didn’t really get me anywhere.
I smoked a weak joint before I got on the bus to calm my nerves, paid my fare, and watched the city pass me by from the sanctity of my stained, uncomfortable seat.
When I arrived at the bar, I ordered a pint and sat down beside a window, looking out onto the streets outside. It had began to rain and I lit a cigarette, watching the water dash the window. I looked back to the table to grab my pint and Sarah was sat across from me, her hair tied back and no make up on her face.
“I knew you’d be early, lover boy,” she said, taking the cigarette from my hand. She took a drag, smiled, “she’s over there,” pointing up some stairs. “We were waiting for you to arrive so that I could leave.”
I waved Sarah goodbye, bought her friend a drink and she wouldn’t stop staring at where my hair used to be.
“I can’t believe the barber fucked up so badly,” she said, and I had to smile even though I was bored of it by now. We were finding it difficult to talk, but I was perhaps not drunk enough at this point. She wasn’t, either.
“I just didn’t like how he asked the woman to tell me instead. I don’t know how you can just walk away from the situation and leave someone else to deal with it.”
“So you like to stick around to make sure the job’s done?” she asked, smiling and pleased with herself.
I didn’t get it, smiled, “Definitely.”
She bought me a drink.
We left there an hour or two later, stood in the doorway for a second and watched the rain hammer down past our faces, the huge puddles on the ground. She opened up her umbrella, stepped out into the rain. I followed, the water lashing my scalp.
Walking, she turns to me, “There’s room under this for two, you know.”
“I doubt it. Besides, I’m taller than you.”
She took the umbrella from her left hand, passed to her right and then to my own, slid her arm around my back and pressed against me as we walked. I could smell her then- the rain, flowers and cinnamon and she probably didn’t smell like that at the time but nostalgia is a beguiling thing.
She was drunk at this point, I think. I am loathe to say I was anything otherwise, but I felt completely sober. I was just too tense, I guess, too nervous.
We had something to eat, a slice of pizza and an overpriced glass bottle of Coca-Cola. She actually called it that, ordering and paying for the two of us. And she ate hers quicker than mine, left traces of the tomato base around her mouth. I laughed a little, although I didn’t mean to, pointed to my own mouth and passed her a tissue.
I don’t remember what we were talking about, only that soon after that it was time to leave.
I flagged down a cab and we headed back to hers. I had brought a little weed with me and as soon as I mentioned it our night of drinking seemed to be over. We stopped at the off-license near her house, she was intent on getting some wine for the mood.
The area surprised me, actually. I was expecting dirty pebble dashing, unwashed windows, graffiti on every wall. But it just seemed quiet, the type of place my Nan would live.
We stood in the off-license and I stood beside her, my arm around her waist, as she pointed to the woman behind the Perspex screen exactly which bottle she wanted, changing her mind whenever they figured out which one she was talking about.
I got six foreign beers, a brand I didn’t know. She felt so warm to the touch I found it difficult to pull my hand away from her to accept the bag. I think she knew this, but didn’t say a word.
Sarah was leaving the flat as we walked in and she seemed surprised to see me there, the curly-haired drunk from work invading her personal space. She ran her hand across my scalp, “It feels like a carpet tile,” walked out the door.
The flat itself wasn’t too small, but it might have seemed bigger because there was so little in it. The hall doubled as a dining room, a small white table with two chairs facing one another in the middle of it and not much else aside from a mirror on the wall opposite the door.
“Come this way,” she said to me, holding me by the hand and leading me forward.
I sat down on her sofa, brown and battered, and she started flicking through a box of seven inch singles at the side of their stereo. I think that was probably the most expensive thing in the whole house, actually, clean and silver and just pretty.
“These records are my sisters, but she doesn’t have a record player,” she told me. “I’m just keeping hold of them until she does.”
She pulled one of them out of the box and blew imaginary dust from the sleeve. “This song is called ‘When I’m 28,’” she said, placing the record on top of the stylus far too carefully.
“I can’t imagine being twenty-eight,” I said, not even intending to say it out loud.
“You look older with your hair gone, though,” she said. “I was beginning to wonder what 
I was doing, when I thought about your hair.”
“Charming,” I said, and right on cue the record started. It sounded bright and sunny, or excited or something. I didn’t like it.
“You should skin up,” she said, slurring slightly. “I need to freshen myself up a little.”
And I was in the middle of picking apart my tiny green leaves and hearing, vaguely, the sound of the running taps, the rustle of towels, the streets outside.
I am just about to roll the joint when the record finishes, so I get up and turn the record over. A&M, 1971, “Breakaway,” performed by Toni Basil. I liked that a lot more than I liked the A side. It sounded just dirtier, less polished. A lot more real, I guess. And most of my music at that point was just angry young men and nihilistic platitudes, so I guess that’ s the reason why perceived authenticity was a big thing. He’ll grow out of it, my mother would say. You can equate anything to age if you really look at it deep enough and are willing to ignore the things that contradict your viewpoint.
But, the song. She walked in as I licked the gum of the cigarette paper and the song reached the end of it‘s first sixteen bar. Her face looked more alert, and she had changed from her jumper and jeans into a tight vest, these little grey shorts.
I’d like to say I didn’t stare at her- that I didn’t ogle her a little- her bare tanned legs, the cleavage her top exposed. I’d also like to say she didn’t notice this, but neither of those statements would be true.
“Do you want a glass, for your beer?”
And I shook my head, no, my cheeks a little flush with embarrassment.
The record finished and I played it again.
“You like this one?” she asked, her bottle uncorked and a wine glass in her hand.
“It’s alright, I guess,” I said, lighting the joint with a book of matches that had been lying on the table. I could not find my lighter, anywhere.
“You can have it, if you want. This one was mine, not my sisters.”
I inhaled deeply, staring although not intentionally at the cracks in the ceiling. She sat down beside me and leaned into my shoulder. I raised my arm and she rested her head against my shoulder, took the joint from between my fingers and exhaled slowly.
Time passed and we finished that joint and rolled another, smoked that as well. She drank a wine and took two of my beers in addition to it. She seemed to be getting more sober and I started to feel everything at once.
“I’d like to kiss you, actually,” was what I said as we stood in the kitchen, much later, pouring vodka and cokes from Sarah’s bottles.
And I did, when she had finished laughing.
“You taste of rotten pears,” she told me and I don’t know what she meant. Nor did she, when I asked her.
And I lay beside her, cramped in her single bed. We are naked and I don’t quite know how I’ve managed it, any of it.
I was still a virgin, at that point. If I had known what effect it would have, I would have shaved my head long before.
And in the dark of the night I can’t sleep, dare not lose a second of this. My stomach pressed to her back, my arm around her waist.
She doesn’t snore when she sleeps, and I listen to the birds in the trees in the street outside. The first cracks of sunlight pass into the room and slits of light illuminate her face from the gaps between the three quarter closed blinds.
We leave together. She has work and I have nothing to do. Sat beside her on the bus, I run my hand along her leg and she kisses my temple. And she never returns my calls.
Christmas passes and I still work, still drink. Sarah sits down with me at break, occasionally, and we never mention her. She is dating someone new, Sarah, he is older and richer and it all seems inevitable as she tells me her stories. We went to eat there, he bought me this.
And I become the confidant, the listening post. I tire of my job, get stoned one morning and don’t turn in.
My sister told me to quit and I did, handed in my notice February 21st. Reading things back, it seems like they made all my decisions for me, but this isn’t true. It’s just that sometimes your family is willing to say the things you yourself are not able to articulate.
Twenty-eight days passed without incident. I was relegated to the stock room so that I did not “disrupt the shop floor” with my departure.
The shop was empty and I left early, sat and drank in the same pub with the same tired faces. I was glad to be gone, and I realised it then.
It was late, I stood at the bar, and Sarah arrived beside me. “Can I buy you a drink?” she asked, and we sat down away from my manager and his friends. I got a couple of looks but who really cares.
“I got you a present,” she said, reaching into her bag. She pulled out a thin square, wrapped in brown paper.
“Should I open it now?” I asked her, took a drink of my pint. A cigarette burned down to nothing in the ashtray although it was not my own.
“It’s up to you,” she said, and so I did.
A&M, Side A. “When I’m 28,” Toni Basil.
“It’s from me, not her,” she said. “I stole it.” She got to her feet and ran her hand across my head.
“Carpet tile?” and she smiled, nodded.
“My telephone number is on the back. That doesn’t mean we’re going to fuck.”
But I never rang it and I don’t know what happened to her, or any of them. I didn’t open the record when I got home or in the weeks and months that followed.
I didn’t, in fact, touch it until today. There was something about the brown leaves being crushed under my feet and the brisk autumn wind that brought the first notes into my head, walking shirt and tie to work.
And listening to it not once but twice when I got home that night, and deciding that I wouldn’t ever again. 
The B sides are always the best though, and we all know that.
