

[image: Cover]



About the Author

In a long and highly successful career, Keith Waterhouse published fifteen novels, including Billy Liar (which has been filmed and staged) and Our Song (also staged), seven non-fiction books and seven collections of journalism.  He wrote widely for television, cinema and the theatre, including the highly successful play Jeffrey Bernard is Unwell.  He also published two acclaimed memoirs, City Lights and Streets Ahead. He died on 4th September 2009.


PALACE PIER

Keith Waterhouse

[image: Logo Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2003 by

Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © 2003 Keith Waterhouse

The right of Keith Waterhouse to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental. 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

eBook ISBN 978 1 444 75273 1

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


ALSO BY KEITH WATERHOUSE

NOVELS

There is a Happy Land

Billy Liar

Jubb

The Bucket Shop

Billy Liar on the Moon

Office Life

Maggie Muggins

In the Mood

Thinks

Our Song

Bimbo

Unsweet Charity

Good Grief

Soho

GENERAL

Mrs Pooter’s Diary

Collected Letters of a Nobody

The Theory   Practice of Lunch

The Theory   Practice of Travel

Waterhouse on Newspaper Style

English our English

City Lights: A Street Life

Streets Ahead: Life after City Lights

COLLECTIONS

The Passing of the Third Floor Buck

Mondays, Thursdays

Rhubarb, Rhubarb

Fanny Peculiar

Waterhouse at Large

Sharon & Tracy & The Rest

Wishful Thinking (for children)

PLAYS

Jeffrey Bernard is Unwell and other plays


FRIDAY


1

A creature of habits, this Chris Duffy. The Woolworth alarm clock is set for eight: he is up at eight. Unless it has been one of those nights, when it could be nine. Ten, when it seriously has been one of those nights. Never later than ten thirty, which is opening time down here in Brighton.

First things first. Routine. Shit-shave-shower, in double-quick order. Considering his lax, grazing-on-the-hoof eating pattern throughout the day, which goes against his otherwise strict regime, it is surprising how regular he manages to be. Duffy puts it down to the bran flakes.

After, or on occasion with, the bran flakes, the miniature Smirnoff vodka. Never more than one, and never bigger than a miniature. Would be cheaper to buy it a quarter-bottle at a time, half a bottle even, but you do not catch Duffy out that way. Discipline. What he calls the first of the few. A miniature. Neat. In lieu of coffee.

With his gulp of vodka, Duffy browses through his copy of the Guardian. Delivered each morning, although not to him personally but to his landlady Maureen upstairs, who takes it together with her Daily Telegraph and leaves it outside the door of what she chooses to call the garden flat, although there is no garden.

He scans the letters page. Nothing from Chris Duffy, Brighton; although he banged not a bad one off a couple of days ago. If (Leader, Wednesday) the volume of methane produced by cattle is sufficient to meet a substantial proportion of the world’s energy needs, doesn’t that leave the Department of the Environment, Food, Rural Affairs  c  c in the shit? Chris Duffy, Brighton.

Not one of his best, on reflection. He always aims these shots at what he calls the smart-arse corner, the first column of short, snappy letters from student-sounding types with names like Dave, Pete or Roz. Not sharp enough. Not smart-arse enough.

He has a better idea for today. In your corrections and clarifications column, you apologised for saying that the deputy chairman of the Press Complaints Commission is seventy, rather than seventy-one. Did he complain? And if so, why did he bother?

Possibly not. Few of Duffy’s letters reach the getting-sent-off stage, and only a handful have ever been printed. Two, in fact. He keeps them, now tattered, in his wallet. The first was about an impending rail strike on the Brighton line which asked succinctly how anyone would know. The second, in response to an item about the National Theatre losing its royal title, asked why there were so many Theatre Royals in this country when to the best of his knowledge the royal family had never set foot in any of them.

These letters represent Duffy’s entire published output over the past two years. There is a second novel on the way – a third, he should say, if you count his unpublished one, The Golden Mile – but he is having writer’s-block problems with that. Maybe he’ll take a long walk along the seafront this morning and get it sorted.

No, not this morning, he was forgetting it is Friday, and Friday he always has to have the one first thing in the Swan with Two Necks with what he laughingly calls his staff. Eggo, as Edgar has always been known, after the old ostrich character in the Beano comic, on account of his unusually long neck. Standing arrangement. Bit of a village idiot, Eggo, but he has his uses.

Saturday mornings, he opens up the bric-à-brac stall Duffy operates in North Laines. Repro, Fifties, bit of sub-art deco when he can get his fists on it, all that’s left of All Our Yesterdays, the shop he set up off Trafalgar Street with his ex-partner Jackie, or she set up with him, before she cleared off like the other one. These days he only deals with dealers, insofar as he deals with anybody. Buys the stuff from one set of mates, flogs it to another, puts the rest on the barrow, bangs on coded price tickets, leaves it to Eggo.

Duffy is to be found Saturday mornings in one of three pubs where Eggo can seek him out if there’s anyone wanting to do a spot of bargaining. Give him a trade price, pay him his commission, knock it on the head at lunchtime, and that’s it. The business is running gently into the ground but who gives a toss? Duffy wasn’t brought upon this earth to sell sub-art deco. Duffy is a writer.

Tappety-tap on the inside door. Maureen.

‘Are you up and decent?’

‘No, I’m lying on the bed, stark bollock naked.’

‘Chance would be a fine thing.’

This, or a variation of it, is a daily routine. She has put her head round the door. Now she is about to remind him he owes the rent.

‘You know what date it is, don’t you, Chris? Only.’

‘I’ll have it for you tomorrow afternoon, Maureen.’

‘Let’s hope so. Otherwise.’

Maureen, who must be Duffy’s age by now although looking younger, has the air of a veteran pub landlady. Not far out: she did at one time work in the Whip Tavern in Trafalgar Street, which is where Duffy met her when it was his local. Husband died, left her a bit of money, now she stays at home and writes, or claims to, although Duffy has never caught her at it. Unlike him, never had anything published.

‘So shall I see you about threeish, or?’

‘If you’re up for it, Maureen.’

‘It’s more whether you’re up for it. Don’t get too pissed.’

She chooses the area steps door rather than the inside one that leads upstairs. So she’s going straight out, then. Her Friday shop. He watches her along Sheridan Square. Good legs, still. Waits a few minutes in case she has to come back for something, then pads upstairs and lets himself into her flat with the spare key she leaves under the stair carpet. She’ll be about half an hour. Should fill in the time very nicely before they open.

Like his own bedsitter, Maureen’s flat, two rooms and usual offices, has an Edwardian feel to it, having been furnished from North Laine junk shops. The flat above it, occupied by a street trader like himself, Mickey Daniels, is the same. Should be out at this hour, flogging the same kind of gear that furnishes the little flintstone-clad terrace house, reputedly one of a set of former fishermen’s cottages. Either that or prowling about the place like a cat, as is his wont, looking for some further unconsidered trifle to put out on his stall, a secret smile playing on his lips as if he is savouring a private joke. Duffy could prove that he is gradually selling off Maureen’s bits and pieces. But it is none of his business.

Up and beyond Mickey Daniels, on the top floor, more of an attic really, lives Olive, seventy-odd, surname unknown to Duffy. No doubt her flat too is like something out of the 1910 Army   Navy Stores catalogue but Duffy wouldn’t know, he has never set foot in it. Mickey, who has, says it is a tip. Olive is given to stashing away old newspapers, plastic shopping bags and bits of cardboard by the bale, not only her own but the contents of other people’s rubbish sacks which she raids on a daily basis, the while chuntering to herself. Mickey says she ought to be sectioned. At least, reflects Duffy, she doesn’t go around smirking to herself like a dyspeptic Cheshire cat.

So where was he, last time he was here in Maureen’s flat without her present? The chest of drawers, nothing there, done that. The desk, first place he’d looked, if you can call it a desk. More a stripped-pine kitchen dresser with one drawer, supporting an old Olivetti manual typewriter and a jumble of typing paper and spiral notebooks. Drawer crammed with rejected short stories. Women’s stuff, not bad, some of it, but not what he’s looking for.

The wardrobe. Nothing of interest in the hanging cupboards and the long bottom drawer’s locked, as always. But this time he’s brought a key. Maureen’s wardrobe is more or less a duplicate of his own, the kind of thing you could find in that old Army   Navy Stores catalogue or in those repro Heal’s catalogues they sell along with the kids’ annuals on the Days Gone By bookstall. Place where he once bought that batch of 1960s Lilliput mags with stories by Bill Naughton. Duffy could have written those, or similar. But the bastards would never use any of his stuff, bastardising bastards that they were.

With any luck his key should fit. It does. The deep wardrobe drawer is stiff, hasn’t been opened for an age, needs a drop of oil. Holy Christ, it’s like a licensed sex shop in there. Rubber, leather, fishnet, fur-lined handcuffs – stuff you’d find in the window of the Boutique Bleu off North Street, which is probably where it all came from. Duffy has never set eyes on any of this gear before, even though he’s well aware that Maureen does have a kinky streak. It just goes to strengthen the suspicion he’s always had about Maureen: that at some point in her chequered career she has been on the game.

Nothing to do with Duffy. He closes the drawer with difficulty, locks it, and, ears pricked, listens.

Creaking stairs. Not coming up, so it can’t be Maureen back already, and anyway she’d use the front door and he would have heard her opening it. No, going down. Olive? Bit early for her. Like everyone else in the house – everyone in Brighton, if you ask Duffy – she likes her drop, but not usually this side of noon.

No, the footfall’s too heavy for Olive. It’s got to be Mickey Daniels, lazy sod that he is, why isn’t he out grafting?

That’s his comical om-tiddly-om-pom knock. Is he giving Maureen one? No, surely not, she’s too old for him, and he’s still of an age where he can pull all he needs in the clubs. So what’s the crafty sod up to? He knocks again, rattles the doorknob, retreats. Now he must be feeling under the staircase for Maureen’s latchkey. But Duffy has that. It’s getting to be like that Hitchcock film, Dial M for Murder. Mickey comes back to the door, knocks again, shakes the doorknob.

‘Hello – who’s in there?’

Nothing for it. Duffy has to open the door.

‘Thought you were at work,’ Duffy says.

Smiling like Peter Lorre, Mickey steps swiftly over the threshold. ‘Yes, I can see you did. What you on, then, Duffy?’

‘Who’s to say I’m on anything?’

Mickey’s quick eyes, like optic anteaters, dart about the room. Nothing. But he’s not satisfied. No reason why he should be. The half-smile fluttering on his lips, he cheekily opens Maureen’s bedroom door and takes a comprehensive look around, like a policeman. Nothing.

‘Put it this way, what are you doing in Maureen’s flat?’

‘Come to that, Mickey, what are you doing in it?’

‘You let me in.’

‘You would have let yourself in if you’d found the key. What do you want?’

‘I asked first.’

Mickey’s eyes resume their roving quest. So he’s not necessarily trying to incriminate Duffy, he’s looking for something. As a street trader, Mickey is gifted with serendipity. He finds what he wants – a fussy-looking, deep-red enamelled vase with gold oriental embossments, Japanese at a guess. It’s standing in the fireplace, half concealed behind an Edwardian curtained screen, and filled with dried flowers. A still life of domestic neglect. Mickey picks the vase up, careful to leave the dead blooms intact. They would be evidence, otherwise.

‘Tell you what, Duffy. I haven’t seen you and you haven’t seen me, fair enough?’

Duffy doesn’t do old vases if he can help it. The punters tend to drop them on the pavement while knowledgeably checking for cracks. Besides, it could be fairground tat for all he knows. Or cares. Duffy has never been all that knowledgeable about what he has always regarded as the second string to his bow. He used to leave the expertise to Jackie. He has since bought a big thick paperback manual of antique prices with copious illustrations like that 1910 Army   Navy Stores catalogue, but he is yet to get very far with it.

‘What do you want it for? It looks like junk to me.’

‘On its own, it’s not worth a light. But as a pair …’

‘And you’ve got the other one, is that it?’

Or rather, Maureen had the other one, and Mickey has at some point acquired it. No concern of Duffy’s.

At the door, clutching his purloined vase, Mickey smiles: ‘So you’re not about to tell me what you’re on?’

‘Not nicking Maureen’s gear, that’s for sure.’

‘Don’t worry, Duffy, I’ll get it out of you. You in the Crown and Two later?’

‘Might be, might not be.’

It makes no difference whether he gets into the Crown and Two Chairmen or not. Mickey Daniels will catch up with him, cling to him, like the seaweed washing up on the shore.
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Still twelve and a half minutes to opening-time. Duffy saunters around Sheridan Square and takes the sloping street down to the seafront, just west of the Palace Pier. Brighton Pier as they choose to call it now, with its name spelled out in electric light bulbs, to put two fingers up to the still-derelict West Pier along the beach. But to Brighton’s floating population, it will forever be the Palace Pier.

There’s activity, of a sort. Bit early for this kind of thing. Two or three stilt-walkers with Clown Joey faces, working the esplanade and hassling the punters with inane lipstick grins and squeakers. A fire-eater and two samba drummers setting out their gear. A Pygmalion statue act, where a girl painted blue from head to toe like a turquoise Madonna stands on a beer crate, shivering in the cold morning sunlight.

Must be something going on. Duffy, who cannot abide street theatre, shuffles along the front, eyes averted. He would cross over the road to the Doctor Brighton’s pub but it’s still too early. As for the Swan with Two Necks and dozy Eggo, when did that ever open before ten forty-five earliest, lazy sods that they are? He has decided to walk along the esplanade as far as the Jackdaw in Waterloo Street bordering Hove – Hove Actually, as it’s still known to locals for all that the two towns, Brighton and Hove, are now Siamese-twinned as one city, while a move to pair them New York-style as BriHo has spectacularly fallen on its face – and have the first one there.

A top-hatted Edwardian-looking figure in a bottle-green tailcoat is now pedalling a penny-farthing along the front to join the stilt-walkers and the fire-eater, the tip of a forty-foot-or-so chimney-sweep’s rod balanced on his shoulder, the other end supported by a unicyclist fetching up the rear and juggling with two dinner plates. A pole-squatting act, then. Whatever is beginning to happen, it is warming up.

It’s a breezy late spring or early summer day, good for blowing away hangovers, if he had one. Which he never does, these days, apart from the tiredness. Worries him sometimes: how can you live Duffy’s kind of life and not feel the effects of it? They could be piling up, to get him when least expected.

One effect that does get through is that the old memory’s going. Backing momentarily against the wind gusting up from the west, he can just make out through the sea haze a banner flapping across the Palace Pier. Brighton Festival. Hence the street theatre. Kick-off today – he’d totally forgotten about it. Photo-call at noon for whoever’s arrived by that time, then open house – well, cash bar for the likes of Duffy, to be brutally frank – in the foyer of the Brighton Dome.

Duffy will be there. Duffy likes a festival, within reason, especially the literary end. Some of them, anyway. He remembers years and years ago now, when he was still living in Blackpool, crossing the Pennines to the Ilkley Festival. Sat up till dawn chatting up Anthony Burgess, drinking their own weight in brandy. How they demolished poor John Braine, at that time flavour of the month. ‘A one-book man,’ said Burgess. ‘And he’s yet to write it.’ What a night that was.

But there were some of these festivals, you were made to feel as if you’d come to the door selling chamois leathers. Snooty, they were, just because you hadn’t had a book out this particular year and didn’t have an invite.

Brighton will be OK. Brighton knows him. He’ll be there.

He strides on along the esplanade, kicking the pebbles thrown up by last night’s high winds. Few people on the beach. A lighter on the horizon, headed for Shoreham. No pleasure boats in sight. It is how Duffy prefers it. He likes to think of Brighton as a seafaring town, despite all the evidence, rather than a seaside resort. Perhaps he is hankering after his native Fleetwood.

Salt in his blood, Duffy likes to boast when given half a chance, to create the impression that he’s a bit of an old sea dog. To a limited extent it is true: he has never lived anywhere that wasn’t a pebble’s throw from a beach.

So: born in Blackpool, or to be more precise Fleetwood, 11 Jan. 1940, as it would say in Who’s Who if he were in it. Father a corporation transport supervisor, downgraded in Duffy’s CV to a tram driver. Grammar school. Narrowly escaped National Service call-up. Became Town Hall clerk, got into writing inspired by Gerald Kersh short stories, had germ of idea for novel based on local government life but beaten to it by John Braine, the bastard.

Fall-out with father over heavy lunchtime drinking at Yates’s Wine Lodge and getting in with bad crowd of fairground types. Moves into digs behind Winter Gardens: various casual jobs, mainly on the Pleasure Beach, otherwise the Golden Mile – working on the helter-skelter, rifle range, roller-coaster, scenic railway, big dipper, Noah’s Ark, and as a barker, barman and waffle-tosser.

Out of all this he gets a novel, bashed out on a second-hand portable Corona, which is published as Razzle-Dazzle, a roman-à-clef or slice of life. So ripe a slice, indeed, that several of his friends boast of being in it, while one, a deck-chair attendant named Eric Alladyce, claims to have more or less dictated most of the novel to Duffy in Yates’s Wine Lodge.

Beyond the South Shore, however, and outside the pages of the Blackpool Gazette and the odd ‘In brief’ paragraph in the literary columns, Razzle-Dazzle created little stir. A second novel, The Golden Mile, was turned down as being too like the first.

But that was then and this is now, although it is one of the days when he wishes now was then. At the approach of another street-theatre tableau, in the shape of two human marionettes got up as Groucho and Harpo in control of one another’s strings, Duffy lurches smartly across the road to the forecourt of the Metropole Hotel. To the accompaniment of celestial strings coaxed out of the spokes of a bicycle wheel by Harpo, a stretch limo draws up and the chauffeur leaps out to open one of its many doors.

It is fortunate that Duffy is wearing his writing gear, rather than, say, the standard Brighton cheque-bouncing set of blazer and cravat. He is every inch the scribbler in black polo-neck sweater, medallion, bleached jeans, trainers, bomber jacket. As a familiar figure steps out of the limo he completes the image by donning the dark glasses he always carries, and pushing them up over his receding hairline.

A familiar figure to most, that is, not just to Duffy. Anna May Beeston, author of nigh on a dozen brickthick airport paperbacks and a regular on the chat shows. She is accompanied, escorted rather, by a disorganised personal assistant – publishing’s equivalent to a lady-in-waiting, for the likes of Anna – clutching a batch of what looks like publicity bumph.

‘Anna! It’s been years!’

She gives him a tentative do-I-know-you smile.

‘Chris Duffy. We met at the Ilkley Festival, light years ago now.’

She doesn’t remember. ‘Of course.’

‘I was with the late Anthony Burgess.’

‘Poor Anthony.’

Poor Anthony bollocks. She hadn’t ever set eyes on him until Duffy introduced them. She was a one-novel wonder in those days, glam already but all fur coat and no knickers. Now she was all fur coat and knickers to match, he shouldn’t wonder.

‘We all did a book signing at the Crescent Hotel.’

‘The Crescent Hotel!’

‘He had the paperback of A Clockwork Orange, you had Caesar’s Mistress and I’d just brought out Razzle-Dazzle!’

‘Razzle-Dazzle! What a very good memory you have!’

Well, yes. It was his own sodding book, wasn’t it?

‘And wasn’t it filmed?’

No, it sodding wasn’t, because they were too busy filming bastardising Caesar’s Mistress. Jean Simmons. Made Anna May Beeston’s name for her.

The sidekick, or whoever she is, tugs a briefcase out of the limo and allows her armful of bumph to brim over on to the pavement. Duffy helps her scoop it up. She favours him with an engaging grin. Inviting. Promising?

‘Oh, this is Lizzie, who’s come down to look after me,’ says Anna May, obviously for something to say while her chauffeur and the hall porter retrieve her baggage, enough of it for a month’s stay, from the boot. Matching pigskin, still newish. Success has yet to scuff her suitcases.

‘Dizzy Lizzie,’ quips Duffy with oafish gallantry. Lizzie, still unsure whether he’s a somebody or a nobody, grins again, but warily this time.

‘Are you speaking?’ he asks Anna May Beeston. ‘Of course you are, obviously. When?’

‘Pavilion Theatre, tomorrow afternoon.’

‘I’ll be there.’

Dizzy Lizzie chips in. ‘You’ll be lucky, if you don’t have a ticket. It’s booked solid.’

‘’Fraid so,’ says Anna May.

‘Friends in high places,’ says Duffy enigmatically. The cow could have invited him in, couldn’t she? Here’s my card, she could have said, ask for me at the stage door. Not that he has any intention of going anywhere nearer the Pavilion Theatre than the Pavilion Arms. ‘Otherwise,’ he adds, ‘maybe we can meet up for a drink before you go back.’

‘Let’s do that.’ With a not-if-I-see-you-first smile, Anna May air-kisses her way into the hotel, pursued by Dizzy Lizzie, scattering papers. As she moves into the foyer, Duffy distinctly hears her mutter: ‘Now who the fuck was that?’

Duffy resumes his stroll along the seafront. Council lorry crews are unloading and stacking crowd barriers to line the route of what, he now dimly recalls from previous years, will be this afternoon’s Carnival Collective procession that kicks off the Festival, and features a mobile samba workshop. He must remember to be somewhere else.

Soon he’s at the door of the Jackdaw, typical of the pocket-sized pubs still to be found by the score in Brighton. But with the interior of a drinking barracks. Brass, red plush banquettes and bevelled glass, it was. Now it’s formica and video games, like a seaside caff. They’re all going the same way. So why does he come here? To avoid people. There’s always someone to avoid in Brighton.
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