The girl next door

Jennie kissed me when we met. She was thirteen going on twenty and a year older than me. I remember it well, as it was the day after my twelfth birthday when she and her mum Marge moved into the old house next door, previously rented by the Brownlows. Old man Brownlow having died of a heart attack and his wife Ruby with their son Jake decided to move to be nearer Ruby's mother. 

I missed Jake, he had been in the same class as me at school and we would spend the school holidays playing in and around the woods and canal, mock sword fighting and catching tadpoles. I wondered if Jennie was a tomboy.

When I told my class mates, they asked me if she was pretty and well developed. Actually, they were more graphic than that and I seem to remember the word knockers was bandied about.

My mum who could be a bit stand offish and never one to offer the hand of friendship told me to steer clear of Jennie and Marge.

Marge had dyed blonde hair, which she wore piled up on the top of her head. She chain-smoked and when strolling to the bus stop in her cream fur coat, puffing away, from the rear she reminded me of a ball of candy floss.

Mum brought me down to earth with a bump when she said.
'Anyway, there's plenty of time for girls after you finish your exams.'

My dad said it's a shame exams and hormones seem to collide but your mum is right on this occasion, keep your head down and make your studies the main focus over the next few years.

Easier said than done, as I watched longingly at the very pretty Jennie evolve from a girl into a young woman.

I did knuckle down to my studies but I also started working out. My body back then was puny and I longed for a body that was ripped. I read up about foods that would help build muscle and convinced mum to buy them for me when she went to the supermarket. To be fair to her, she could see my dilemma and managed to smuggle in various health foods, which she hid from my father. 

I convinced my parents to buy me a set of weights and a punch bag for Christmas and dad converted the garage into a mini gym.

After school when I had finished my homework, I would make my way to the garage and spend two hours working out. As the months went by, I could see the change in my body. Girls at school started to give me the time of day, inviting me to parties and offering to share their homework.

It was about this time I realised how shallow some women could be. Dad sat me down and gave me ‘the talk’. I didn’t like to tell him we had sex education lessons at school, as I’m sure it would have embarrassed him. He looked as though he was having a tough enough time trying to explain the birds and the bees as he called them.

One morning I left the house only to bump into Jennie. Her long natural blonde hair was in complete contrast to Marge. The earlier mist had lifted on this May morning and she stood like a vision at the end of my drive.

She gave me a very coy look. Smiled and then averted her eyes.
‘Do you mind if I join you? I thought we could walk to school together.’

I went to reply but I’d lost my voice. She looked concerned. I tried again but only managed to croak. I sounded like the frogs that evolved from the tadpoles Jake and I had caught along the canal bank. 

When my voice finally emerged, I couldn’t believe my ears. It was a cross between Macaulay Culkin and Richard Burton. By the end of the day, it was more Dickie than Mac. Well, that was that, I would never be able to sing Morning has broken in the choir again, maybe I should try my voice has broken.

I enjoyed the faces of my classmates when I spoke. The girls looked at me with admiration, the boys with jealousy, as they had not reached that testing time when you change from a boy to a young man.

Talking of testes it was about this time my second ball dropped. I had been concerned about this for ages. Dad had taken me to the doctor when I was younger, who said they could perform a simple operation to move the testicle into the scrotum if it didn’t descend by the time I was sixteen. I shuddered at the thought and was grateful when eventually it happened naturally.

At seventeen I passed my driving test first time and mum and dad bought me a little Triumph Herald. I felt like I was king of the road. My Auntie Joyce gave me a portable cassette player which lived on the passenger seat. If I happened to be driving with a passenger they were instructed to site it on their lap. We knew the words to every song by the Temptations. I found out later this was Jennie’s favourite group and the more we talked the more we bonded over music. 

She started accompanying me to discos. Not as a date but more as a mate. Although I would have preferred things to have developed between us, it was not meant to be but when I look back, I recall that time as some of the happiest days of my life. 

I eventually married at the age of 28. A beautiful, kind and caring woman whose looks were the polar opposite of Jennie. She had brown eyes and jet black thick glossy hair and a smile that would light up any room.

Jennie went off to Uni and then travelling. I often wondered what happened to her and if she was happily married like me. 

Then one day when I was visiting my dad, mum having passed two years before of breast cancer, I saw a mousy looking blonde backing out a double buggy from next door. She was in grey joggers and overweight. She was encountering difficulty navigating the front step. I nipped into dad’s house quickly. Fortunately, she hadn’t seen me and to this day I wish I hadn’t seen her and that way the myth and the mystery would’ve lived forever. 









