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  Prologue




  THE FIRST TASTE of glamour in my life was Babycham.




  I was ten when it appeared in 1953, the year we crowned Queen Elizabeth II. No one in the pub trade – my family’s trade – had ever seen such a bizarre concoction. It came in an

  undersized dark brown bottle with a sky-blue label and a cap smothered with matching foil. Inside was a pale gold fizzy drink that looked just like champagne, tasted vaguely like it, and was

  described with the wonderful freedom of advertising in those days as ‘Genuine Champagne Perry’.




  Its trademark (no one yet said ‘logo’) was a baby deer all too obviously inspired by Walt Disney’s Bambi, with spindly legs, protruding eyes, two underdeveloped horns, and an

  outsize pale blue bow around its neck. In its first cinema and television advertisements, this winsomely smiling little creature pranced through the air on a cloud of stardust to land on the open

  palm of an elegant fifties mannequin. ‘I’d love a Babycham!’ she exclaimed in tones both demure and suggestive. The unmistakable inference was that, as well as sipping the bubbly

  nectar, she would lavish kisses and hugs and who knew what else besides on her horny little visitor.




  Babycham brought a revolution – one might almost say an early splash of feminism – into the gloomy, male-dominated pubs of post-Second World War Britain. Those were still days when

  respectable women were not supposed to frequent bars or even drink, and the choice of tipples available to them was consequently meagre and unalluring. Women of the world like my father’s

  girlfriend, Miss Salsbury, drank gin and orange, gin and ‘French’ (an ice-less version of the dry Martini) or gin and ‘It’ (sweet Italian vermouth). Inexperienced girls

  drank port mixed with lemonade (‘Port and lemon, please’) or Carlsberg lager, about the only brand available, prettified by a dash of lime juice. Elderly ladies drank stout, but only

  for medicinal purposes, which they underlined by calling it ‘milk stout’ and taking it in tiny sips, with the patiently closed eyes of early Christian martyrs. Wine barely existed

  outside the realm of expensive restaurants and gentlemen’s clubs.




  Babycham was the first drink a woman could order in a bar without feeling like a tart or a crone. Indeed, it was the first mass-produced alcoholic beverage in the UK with a direct appeal to

  feminine susceptibilities. From its dinky sky-blue and brown bottle it was poured into a shallow champagne glass rimmed with gold, crested with an effigy of the little prancing fawn and garnished

  with a maraschino cherry on a stick. For dowdy, downtrodden fifties womanhood, it was a heady sip of the high life which most knew only from films and magazines – the world of the cocktail

  rather than saloon-bar, where people wore evening dress, soft music played and white-coated barmen shook up exotic iced concoctions in silver flasks. All for just one old shilling and sixpence

  (7½p), then only half the price of a single tot of whisky or gin.




  The life-changing elixir was created by a cider-making family firm called Showerings, of Shepton Mallet in Somerset. My wicked, irresistible Grandma Norman also originally came from Somerset

  and, through her cousin Aunt May Chapman, was distantly related to the Showering family. When I was nine, she took me on a motor-coach trip through the West Country and in Shepton Mallet we stopped

  off to visit our cider-making kinfolk. The Showerings company was run by three brothers, who had built themselves substantial red-brick houses all in a row, with one at the end for their elderly

  mother. We were invited to tea with this matriarch and, later, shown round the cider factory, where I collected dozens of scarlet bottle-tops from its wet stone floor.




  That very day, according to Grandma Norman, the Showering brothers were discussing a problem which had long exercised them: how to make a drink from fermented pear juice that would sell in

  quantities equalling their apple-based product. Not long afterwards, they conceived the idea of ‘Genuine Champagne Perry’, a brilliant illusion that told no actual lie.

  ‘Perry’ was an old word for pear cider, no longer recognized except in the deepest West Country regions. The ‘cham’ in Babycham did not mean champagne, as everyone presumed,

  but signified the baby deer, or chamois, that was its mascot. Champagne in those days was sufficiently unprotected as a brand for the gloriously self-contradictory tag-line ‘Genuine Champagne

  Perry’ to bring no protest from the houses of Moët et Chandon or Veuve Clicquot.




  Our tenuous family link with Showerings was one of my father’s few natural assets as a seaside showman. When he ran Ryde Pier Pavilion later in the fifties, he faced constant difficulties

  over supplies of such essentials as beer, ice-cream wafers and mashed potato powder (usually a consequence of his reluctance to settle bills). But with Babycham there was never any problem. One

  phone-call would bring an express delivery of those scaled-down varnished wood crates, each containing two dozen interlocked rows of sky-blue labels and foil tops. I can see myself now, on my knees

  in my dirty white barman’s jacket, stacking them next to the Schweppes tonic waters, tomato juices and bitter lemons.




  We never heard directly from the Showerings, either the brothers or their old mother. As the summers went on and my father’s business at the Pier Pavilion plunged deeper into trouble, I

  nurtured unspoken hopes that as our cousins, however distant, they might rally to our aid. But, far off in Somerset, they could not have realized how bad things really were. And, I supposed, the

  obstinate family pride that clung to us – especially to Grandma Norman – prevented us from telling them.




  Nonetheless, they were a benign presence in my teenage life, and the ever-increasing success of their golden elixir became one of my few sources of triumph. I thrilled each time I saw their TV

  ad in black and white, and their cinema ad in splendiferous Technicolor. Their promotional material was the most extensive of all the breweries and drinks companies we dealt with, and some of the

  bounty their sales reps showered on my father he would pass on to me. I had Babycham pencils, a Babycham pen and jotter and key-ring, all bearing effigies of the little chamois. Once he presented

  me with a yellow plastic statuette of the chamois, about two feet high, that was meant to have been displayed among the liqueur bottles behind the bar. He intimated that the statuettes were much

  sought after and that I should feel greatly honoured. I did.




  As one of the company’s most favoured customers, possibly even as the son of a distant cousin, he was also given a Babycham neon sign with which to beautify the Pier Pavilion’s

  otherwise bare wooden exterior. It consisted of a chamois the size of Godzilla, prancing beside a tilted champagne glass. Like much British neon in the 1950s, it was never a hundred per cent

  reliable. Sometimes a wing of its blue bowtie would flicker and dim; sometimes one of its legs, or the champagne glass-stem, or the best part of its winsome, inviting smile.




  Ryde Esplanade, of course, had neon signs in garish abundance – ‘Arcadia’, Dinelli’s Café, Abell’s Gift Shop, the King Lud. But our Babycham neon was the

  only one here far out at sea, winking its summons to glamour and sophistication across the flickering waves of the Solent. They could see it from the visible mainland, in Portsmouth and Southsea,

  and from the ocean liners that passed us en route to and from Southampton.




  During the era when my father put on dances at the Pier Pavilion, Babycham’s largesse was a major factor in making them go with a swing. Each Thursday throughout the summer season he

  staged a gala evening, with dancing to the music of an electric organ and games and competitions of the raucous kind traditionally beloved by the British holidaymaker. At perhaps one in three

  galas, the prizes would be donated by Babycham and consist of Babycham. So powerful was the presence of the prancing little chamois that each gala became known as Babycham Night.




  An enduring memory of my early adolescence is the moment when our Babycham neon sign would be switched on, presaging the long night of revelry ahead. In my mind’s eye, it is an evening

  towards the season’s end, when the nights have begun to cool and dusk no longer falls after ten but before eight. At one moment, the sign is dead, a tracery of colourless tubes, as inanimate

  as stranded jellyfish. At the next, bright energy like St Elmo’s Fire is zigzagging and quivering all around its little-horned head, bulbous eyes, bow-tie and champagne glass: not all sectors

  working at full efficiency perhaps, but the figure unmistakable, irresistible – and created by distant cousins of ours. When the tubes are working at full strength, they emit a loud,

  continuous buzz, as if a thousand Mediterranean cicadas are singing in the wires.




  To this, add the pumping bass of an electronic organ, playing ‘Mack the Knife’ at quickstep time; the creak of a Portsmouth ferry riding at its berth; the rasp of a diesel tram

  travelling along its track from shore; scraps of laughter, a clink of bottles and the never-tiring bluster of sea wind.




  I’d love a Babycham? I loved a Babycham. Welcome to Babycham Night.




  


 





  Part One




  LEARNING THE MOHAWK




  


 





  One




  IF EVER YOU cross the water from Portsmouth to the Isle of Wight, you cannot help seeing my childhood home. It slants out from Ryde like a marching

  column of rusty iron legs – Britain’s second-longest seaside pier.1 Forget the purely ornamental Victorian piers of Brighton or Blackpool: this

  is a serious industrial artefact, which in times past was an indispensable component of the Island’s holiday trade. Ryde pier-head was where the vast majority of summer visitors landed,

  pouring off the Portsmouth ferries to be dispersed to other Island resorts by train or bus. A pier of such unnatural length was needed because the tide here goes out half a mile, marooning the town

  within a wilderness of dark, wet sand for many hours each day. The iron legs had to stretch to far-off deep water, where large passenger-boats could tie up at will.




  Today the visitor has a wide choice of quicker and more convenient ways into the Island. There are alternative passenger services from Lymington to Yarmouth and Portsmouth to Cowes, and the

  huge-capacity and efficient car-ferries to Yarmouth and Fishbourne. Hovercraft, the Island’s own invention, roar over from Southsea to fetch up like skimmed stones on the pier’s

  easterly side. For almost four decades now, Ryde has been bypassed and in economic decline, its main thoroughfare, Union Street, a mere shadow of its former classy self, the broad beaches, even at

  mid-season, as empty as the Sahara.




  The only passenger service from Portsmouth to the pier is by ‘Sea Cat’ catamaran – insubstantial, rocky craft, delivering visitors by the dozen where they used to come by the

  hundred thousand. For those who have not landed here before, the impression must be of some vast, seagull-haunted scrapyard. The structure in fact consists of three separate, interlinked piers, one

  built to carry pedestrians and cars, the second to carry a double-track tramway, the third to carry steam trains from the Island’s formerly plentiful routes, both coastal and inland, to their

  terminus at the pier-head. The tramway has been allowed to rot into rusted ruin. On what used to be the railway now run two superannuated London Underground trains, tricked out in the garish

  colours of a Disneyland ride.




  The parts of the pier that still function present an equally sad and ghostly aspect. The plank promenade is defaced by yellow ‘No Parking’ lines and speed bumps; the lyre-patterned

  iron railings, once sea-green, are now a dull, flaking black. The flights of steps to side jetties from which people fished or swam or took pleasure-boat trips have all long since been amputated.

  Between ferries, it’s rare to see a single pedestrian along the pier’s entire length. Rarer still is any human silhouette in the two surviving windbreak shelters with their seats back

  to back like Irish jaunting carts and their roofs like Chinese pagodas.




  Looking at the desolate pier-head today, you would not easily guess that it once offered holiday amusements as various as any on the distant shore. Its dominating feature used to be a wooden

  pleasure dome, the Pier Pavilion, built as a theatre for minstrel and variety shows but with an ancillary warren of bars, restaurants, function-rooms, sun-decks and kitchens. The Pier Pavilion was

  pulled down in the mid-1960s, unluckily just before the era that might have preserved it as a unique Victorian architectural extravagance. Its site is marked by a yawning gap, next to the rotted

  wooden platform of the tram station that once adjoined it. The demolishers took away its labyrinths of wood and marble and glass and Formica but were defeated by its iron legs, which remained

  rooted as immovably as wisdom teeth in the chalk seabed.




  I return to the pier-head sometimes and gaze at that pattern of disembodied stilts, standing in water as dark and turbulent as if the Pavilion’s shadow still loomed above. I remember all

  that was once contained in that circle of empty air – the effort, the hope, the uproar, the disappointment, the anguish, the cruelty, the farce. However far I may travel from this windswept,

  sea-swept place, Ryde Pier Pavilion will always haunt my dreams.




  

    *


  




  YOU MUST PICTURE a gigantic octagonal-shaped structure with walls of yellow slatted wood, serried windows picked out in green and a dome that seems to be

  made of overlapping grey fish-scales. Attached to its right flank are two identical smaller domes, set side by side like a salt and pepper cruet. Flowing out from between these is a sun-deck,

  fenced with fancy green iron railings, that forms the roof of the pier-head tram station.




  Picture a July morning in 1951, two years B.B. (Before Babycham), with the sky around the fish-scaly dome a deep, cloudless blue and the sun shining as it only ever does in remembered childhood.

  The tide is at its highest, a weed-skeined grape-greenness, heaving and sploshing only a foot or two below the pier-head’s concrete platform. Ryde is a far-off mirage of perpendicular hills,

  pale ice-cream colours and beaches on which hardly a single square foot of sand remains unoccupied. Out in the cooler Solent, some great transatlantic liner, the Queen Elizabeth, the

  Mauretania or the United States, is making her silent way westward to Southampton, passing between the circular sea-borne forts built a century ago as safeguards against attack from

  France. The misty sea passage throngs with freighters, tankers, battleships and aircraft-carriers from the Portsmouth naval base, and hundreds of white-sailed yachts all tilted at the same acute

  angle, like tiny, jostling crescent moons.




  This is the last great age of the railway ‘cheap day’ excursion ticket and of the seaside day-tripper. Every few minutes, the trains pull into Portsmouth Harbour station, crammed

  with city dwellers agog for however fleeting a taste of the Island’s Riviera atmosphere. From ‘Pompey’, as sailors have known Portsmouth since Nelson’s time, there is a

  further half-hour’s journey across the six choppy miles of water between the nearest of the two seaborne forts to Ryde Pier-head. The black and white, yellow-funnelled ferries – some

  modern steamships, some still antiquated ‘paddlers’ – ply virtually non-stop on their diagonal course. More often than not they approach the pier-head with their eager passengers

  all crowded on the disembarkation side, making the deck heel over almost to the waterline.




  As the crowds struggle down the narrow gangways, three voices booming over loudspeakers from widely separate quarters greet them with a bewildering diversity of information, exhortation and

  advice.




  Voice number one comes from the pier-head railway station, from which steam trains pulling scarlet carriages with running-boards connect with the Island’s west coast resorts (all prettier

  and more famous than Ryde but without facilities for ships to dock there). The voice belongs to a British Railways official known as Taffy, a portly Welshman who wears his black serge uniform with

  the swagger of a Napoleonic hussar and rolls his r’s like a bard declaiming poetry. ‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, good morning. This is Rrryde Pier – Rrryde Pier Head. Upon

  disembarking, Rrryde passengers go to the rright after you pass the gate and straight down the pier on the trram. Trrain passengers to left for services to Rrryde Esplanade, Rrryde St Johns,

  Brrading, Sandown, Shanklin, Wrroxall and Ventnor . . .’




  Voice number two comes from a small wooden hut with a striped awning situated next to the ticket-barrier for Ryde-bound holidaymakers. This is the pier-head rock shop, operated by my

  father’s arch-enemy, Alfie Vernon. Mr Vernon himself has the microphone and is speaking in his usual damnably light, fluent and persuasive tone: ‘Hello there, ladies and gentlemen, just

  across here at the shop, you’ve got plenty of time, we’ll serve you straight away. We’ve got bars of chocolate, boxes of chocolates, boiled sweets and toffees as well as rock in

  three flavours, peppermint, greengage or pineapple . . .’




  Voice number three issues from two pairs of square-mouthed loudspeakers, mounted on the Pavilion’s seaward-facing perimeter, and belongs to my father: ‘Morning coffee and biscuits,

  tea, minerals and light refreshments are now being served on the sun-roof or in the restaurant upstairs. The entrance is on the tramway station. There is no queuing and no waiting. Make certain of

  your meal in comfort before you leave the pier . . .’




  I can see him in his office, which he calls ‘the Amplifier Room’ and has a window overlooking the ticket-barrier where the arriving crowds collect in a huge pool, like debris in a

  blocked sink, then filter through in twos and threes. He is standing next to a wood-encased Trix amplifier, holding a bulb-headed microphone with a heavy base, the kind used by old-fashioned radio

  announcers. In the summer we’re speaking of, he would have been not quite thirty-eight. He’s wearing his usual pier-showman’s garb of blue-grey shirt, RAF squadron tie and

  lovat-green trousers hanging low on the waist and billowing over brown suède shoes. He is an extraordinarily handsome man in the clean-cut, no-nonsense style of male movie idols fifty-odd

  years ago. I think of him whenever I see black-and-white films starring Trevor Howard, John Mills, Jack Hawkins and, especially, Humphrey Bogart. Like Bogart, he has dark, wavy hair, close cropped

  round his ears and neck and forming a deep V on a high forehead. He has somewhat the same eyes, soulful yet combustible; the same razor-roughened cheeks and cleft chin. His mouth, a perfect

  cupid’s bow, almost touches the microphone as it shapes the words:




  ‘Tea, coffee and biscuits, buttered buns or doughnuts at reasonable prices can be obtained in the restaurant or on the sun-roof upstairs. The entrance is on the tramway station. Make

  certain of your meal in comfort before you leave the pier.’




  It is the voice that makes, and will soon unmake, my world. A low, level voice with only the faintest trace of its original south London origins – one that today we would call

  ‘classless’, but back then, after the huge social dislocations of World War Two, pointed to upper-class rather than lower. Indeed, child though I was, I already sensed something in it

  at odds with this hectic seaside scene and the task of wooing customers to our entertainments. Even when speaking about buttered buns and doughnuts, it had an air of sadness and pessimism, of

  forcing itself to a task inherently distasteful. In childhood he had had a marked speech impediment that his mother, Grandma Norman, did not seek to correct but actively encouraged, collecting his

  toddler mispronunciations into a treasury from which she still often quoted with bright-eyed adoration. Though its more obvious features had disappeared when he grew up, there were still certain

  words that gave him difficulty, as if they were somehow too tiring for the cupid’s bow lips to shape. Like chronic stammerers, he tended to over-compensate, articulating these troublesome

  words with a vehemence that made them sound like their phonetic representations in the dictionary. ‘Costume’, for instance, would come out as ‘kos-choom’, and

  ‘minerals’ (that era’s word for soft drinks of the non-cola variety) as ‘minroows’.




  I found it strange, too, that my father’s broadcasts made no mention of the Pavilion’s chief attraction, the penny-in-the-slot machines with which he had filled its former theatre

  auditorium. I’m talking about Victorian slot-machines, made of iron and varnished wood and brass; the kind which nowadays are bought and sold for thousands of pounds apiece. He had crane-grab

  machines and weighing-machines and punch balls, and glass-fronted cabinets in which articulated iron figures enacted jerky tableaux amid a whirr of ancient gears and a pinging of little bells. He

  also had dozens of 1930s pinball games, and a rifle range whose ‘genuine Remington .22 rifles’ shot darts with festive coloured plumes. ‘Come in and try your luck on the Allwyn de

  Luxe or the Copper Mine,’ his loudspeaker broadcast might have added, or: ‘Roll up for the rifle-range . . .’ But his overmastering sense of dignity, even in the most undignified

  circumstances, simply would not let him. Consequently, even when summer’s crowds were at their height, you seldom saw more than a dozen people at once in our penny arcade.




  His war with Alfie Vernon had been inevitable from the moment they first found themselves working adjacent pitches on the pier-head. Indeed, Mr Vernon’s very appearance guaranteed that my

  father would loathe him. In total contrast with that light, agile microphone voice, he was a classic fat man, shaped like a beachball, with the sleekly flattened hair and cherubic face of a

  traditional wooden doll. He usually wore a cream-coloured linen jacket and a flowing silk tie of garish hue, decorated with little dogs, vintage cars, pirates’ treasure-maps or high-kicking

  dancing-girls. In short, he looked exactly like what he was, and what my father all too obviously was not – a born seaside huckster.




  Although their premises were separated by only a few yards of concrete car-park, the two were essentially not in competition. The Pavilion sold morning coffee, lunches, afternoon teas and light

  refreshments; Alfie Vernon sold rock, sweets, chocolate, ice-cream, cigarettes, postcards, children’s buckets and spades and plastic windmills. My father resented the rock shop simply for

  being there, catching the ferry-crowds first as they disembarked and skimming off the first cream of their holiday cash. Most of all, he resented Mr Vernon’s loudspeaker announcements, which

  he regarded as plagiarism of the most blatant kind. By his account, he had been first to approach their common landlord, British Railways, for permission to have a pier-head loudspeaker over and

  above the official one. ‘Then, of course, Alfie goes to them behind my back and says he’s got to have one, too . . .’




  My father always referred to his enemy as Alfie with the condescending sneer of an immeasurable social superior, even though their London origins probably were not that much different. Such was

  the legacy of the Royal Air Force, which had raised a lower-middle-class Clapham boy to the rank of Wing-Commander, with a batman and mess-bills and uniforms made to measure by Gieves. He had

  belonged to the most élite and stylish fighting force Britain had known since her nineteenth-century Foot Guards and Lancers, wearing the magic blue-grey uniform in brotherhood with national

  heroes such as Guy Gibson, Douglas Bader and Leonard Cheshire. He had flown with Bomber Command’s 57 Squadron, commanding his own Blenheim bomber until (as I understood it) a crash landing in

  Alsace-Lorraine had got him invalided out of the service, two years before the war’s end. The broken jaw he suffered in the crash had been rebuilt by pioneer plastic surgeon Sir Archibald

  McIndoe, entitling him to membership of McIndoe’s famous Guinea Pig Club. Though he had not actually received any medals, he was still a war hero as authentic as any to be encountered in

  films or books. Mr Vernon’s wartime career, by contrast, seemed unlikely to have involved anything more glorious than catering or, possibly, forces entertainment.




  Even when I was as young as seven or eight, the sound of their two voices battling over the summer airwaves placed me in an uncomfortable ethical dilemma. I could never repress that guilty

  feeling that our announcements were too sombre and inexplicit to catch the crowds’ attention, and that Mr Vernon’s easy, conversational ‘Hello there, ladies and gentlemen’,

  and the expressive gusto with which he enumerated his rock flavours (‘peppermint, greengage OR pineapple . . .’), were far more enticing to the ear. But I knew, in the very

  marrow of my bones, that the way my father did anything was the only right and proper way to do it. I knew that Mr Vernon’s persuasive fluency marked him as a ‘spiv’, a

  ‘line-shooter’ and other terms of RAF anathema, whereas my father’s mournful boom somehow shared some of the same lofty ideals of ‘the Few’ or the Dambusters. I knew

  that, though to the casual eye ‘Alfie’ might appear the better pier-head businessman, morality always remained firmly on our side.




  The two foes’ only common frontier was a short strip of railing that ran between the rock shop and the Pavilion’s wide front steps. This rail did not overlook open sea, but an

  enclosed square of water known, perversely, as the Triangle. On top of the fancy iron railing work was a roofed wooden shelf on which stood four slot-machines belonging to my father and four

  belonging to Mr Vernon. My father’s were the standard Victorian type, with names like ‘the Caley’ and ‘the Allwyn de Luxe’, where you shot a silver ball around a

  coloured spiral into a row of cups. If the ball landed on either of the end cups you lost but if it landed on any in between, you won. Mr Vernon’s four machines were typically racier

  American-style one-arm bandits with silver-and-crimson streamlined cases, though offering prizes of only single copper tokens with holes in them rather than the jackpots of their distant Las Vegas

  cousins.




  Holidaymakers who paused to amuse themselves at this row of machines naturally assumed they all belonged to the larger collection inside the Pavilion. Whenever a Vernon one-arm bandit went

  wrong, the aggrieved player would as likely as not seek out my father to lodge a complaint. This provided one of his few moments of triumph in the war, for Mr Vernon’s Achilles’ heel

  was knowing nothing whatever about the workings of slot-machines, whereas my father knew everything. He would direct the complainant to the rock shop, then retire to his Amplifier Room and watch

  with grim satisfaction as Mr Vernon emerged with a key to the faulty machine, opened it up and cluelessly poked around inside.




  As my father’s son, I knew it was treason to enter the rock shop or even to approach too near it. Yet I couldn’t help finding its garish confectionery displays more alluring than

  anything offered by the Pavilion. Remember, this was still the era of government sweet-rationing, when purchase of even a small bar of chocolate required a coupon from a buff-coloured ration-book

  as well as money. Despite myself, I would be drawn into the hut’s tiny interior where Mr Vernon’s painted-doll head, huge bulk and jazzy tie almost filled the space behind a high

  counter. He seemed to bear me no grudge for my parentage, calling me ‘Son’ in his lightweight cockney voice and invariably giving me a few extra free sweets along with what I had

  bought. Sometimes his wife would be in charge; an opulent-looking woman with a head of rich curly auburn hair, who was just as amiable and welcoming.




  Indeed, I gathered that Mr Vernon prosecuted the war with far less ferocity than did my father, and, on one occasion at least, had tried to bring it to an end. Meeting my father unexpectedly in

  some pub or club on shore, he said, ‘Come on, Norman – why don’t we bury the hatchet?’ ‘Yes, in your head,’ my father replied. Even that brusque rebuff did not

  turn him against me or my mother, whom he always treated with the greatest politeness. ‘I’ve got nothing against you, Mrs Norman,’ I once overheard him say to her.

  ‘You’re to be pitied.’




  The psychological skirmishing between my father and Mr Vernon only once spilled over into outright violence, but it was an occasion that passed into pier-head folklore. The cause of the trouble

  was ice-cream tins.




  Another of the rock shop’s attractions for me, and provocations for my father, was that it sold Wall’s ice-cream, in those days a brand with prestige unlike any other in Britain. The

  pale blue and cream Wall’s pennant outside a confectioner’s – with its slightly self-righteous slogan, ‘More than a treat, a food’ – was comparable to a

  Rolls-Royce dealership in the car trade. Doubtless by his usual contemptible method of sneaking around behind people’s backs, Mr Vernon had won the right to display a Wall’s ice-cream

  banner outside his shop, whereas we at the Pavilion sold only Eldorado, a local make devoid of Wall’s addictive creaminess and crunchy with unassimilated shards of ice.




  At that time, ice-cream was delivered to retailers in oblong tins, about two feet high. The spirit of wartime economy still prevailed, and shopkeepers were under strict obligation to return

  their empty tins to the supplier for re-use. Wall’s eminence in the ice-cream world, and the feverish competition for its dealerships, made this responsibility all the more pressing. Mr

  Vernon, however, preferred to throw his empty Wall’s tins into the Triangle, that enclosure of sea overlooked by the rear of his shop and by the Pavilion. Spotting empty tins afloat, my

  father took to retrieving them and using them as receptacles for the pennies he emptied from his machines.




  Wall’s were as protective of their tins as Rolls-Royce of the ‘Spirit of Ecstasy’ mascot. Realizing that the supply of empties from Mr Vernon was deficient, they sent an

  undercover investigator – yes, an undercover ice-cream investigator – to Ryde pier-head to look into the matter. This sleuth found his way into the Pavilion, discovered my father

  scooping pennies from an opened slot-machine into one of the sacred tins and accused him of misappropriating Wall’s property. With disingenuous astonishment, my father replied that his

  neighbour at the rock shop had thrown the tins away into the sea and that he in all innocence, not liking to see good containers go to waste, etc. etc., had salvaged them and put them to their new

  use.




  The undercover ice-cream investigator fetched Mr Vernon from his shop to answer this charge, so bringing the enemies into confrontation at last on the strip of concrete car-park that separated

  their premises. The resentment and rancour pent up so long in their loudspeaker announcements boiled over in an instant. My father took hold of Mr Vernon’s shirt at the front and wrenched it

  completely off his back, a feat almost worthy of the music-hall stage that left his alpaca jacket and jazzy tie still in place but with only an undervest beneath. Mr Vernon’s response was to

  rush to that contentious line of his and my father’s slot-machines overlooking the Triangle. In what also was no mean feat, especially for so large a man, he dragged the ‘Caley’

  cup-and-ball machine from its wooden shelf and heaved it over the rail into the water.




  The pier had no security staff as such, apart from a few porters and ticket collectors who watched the spectacle with huge enjoyment as a welcome break from everyday routine. My father was

  notoriously prone to using his fists, and might well have gone on to turn Alfie Vernon into an alpaca-jacketed punchbag had not the approach of another packed Portsmouth ferry caused them both

  simultaneously to break off the confrontation and hurry back inside to their respective microphones. In a moment, their voices were chorusing forth once again, with only a slight breathlessness to

  indicate the desperate struggle that had just occurred:




  ‘Morning coffee and biscuits, tea, minerals and light . . . and light refreshments can be obtained on the sun-roof or in the . . . the restaurant upstairs . . .’




  ‘Good morning, ladies and . . . gentlemen, now just across here at the . . . at the shop, we’ll serve you straight away . . .’




  Spiv or not, Mr Vernon played the more gentlemanly part in the affair. Next day, he sent his auburn-haired wife across to the Pavilion with a cheque to pay for the drowned machine. My father

  cashed the cheque. Then at low tide, when the sea under the pier was only a couple of feet deep, he climbed down a long, seaweedy iron ladder into the Triangle, tied a rope around the submerged

  machine and hauled it up. Victorian leisure-engineering was more than proof against a little salt water. The machine was back in working order by the following morning.




  


 





  Two




  DURING SCHOOL HOLIDAYS and at weekends, I would spend all day on the pier-head while my father and (for a time) my mother were running the Pavilion. You

  might think it a heavenly existence for a boy, out in the sun and open air with the sea all around and fun things like ice-cream and candyfloss and lettered rock and sailing boats and slot-machines

  close at hand. For another kind of boy, it would have been. But for the kind of boy I was, those brilliant summer days among festive noise and pleasure-bent crowds were weary and lonely and barren

  of amusement.




  Our earlier years, in a London pub first, then a country hotel, had accustomed me to a separate existence from my parents’ as they worked the long, unsocial hours of the licensed trade. On

  Ryde Pier, those hours became longer and more unsocial than ever previously. There is no business so frantically busy as seaside business, where you can earn your living only for a few short weeks

  each year. It came down to about three months, between Easter and mid-September, when we had to earn enough from the holidaymakers to sustain us through the whole shuttered-down and incomeless

  winter.




  I have known other people in the catering and pub trade who managed to have some private and family life as well as making a good living. No doubt we, too, could have had such a life if my

  father had had the will to provide it. But under his rule, there was never any respite from the unremitting hard labour of ‘the season’. As long as the ferries kept coming and the

  crowds kept surging ashore, my mother could not leave her post – or posts. And, powerless though I was to help, I had to be there also, all the time, to show loyalty and solidarity.




  Consequently, in the three years since we’d come down to the Island, I’d seen fewer of its beauty spots, landmarks and curiosities than the average week-long holidaymaker. I’d

  never been to Carisbrooke Castle, where King Charles I was imprisoned before his execution, nor to Osborne House, where Queen Victoria lived and died, nor to Cowes regatta. I’d never seen the

  Needles lighthouse nor Shanklin Old Village nor Blackgang Chine, where you could sit inside the bones of a whale and make a wish, nor Keats Green nor the Roman villa at Brading. The famously

  beautiful West Wight, with its rolling downs, chalk cliffs and echoes of Alfred Lord Tennyson, was a region as remote to me as the Himalayas. Even Ryde itself, where we lived and where I went to

  school, was still largely unknown terrain, apart from our well-worn routes to and from the pier-head.




  I was – for the time being – an only child, but not in any way the indulged and domineering character that usually denotes. From my earliest toddlerhood, my father had impressed on

  me how utterly unimportant were my personal wishes and pleasures against the selfless life-or-death struggle in which he and my mother were engaged. I was used to the idea of being a burden and a

  distraction to them in their labours; both insignificant and threatening to the highly tuned commercial mechanism he had created. For my whole day on the pier was ruled by his stern edict not to

  bother him, my mother or our staff by any manifestation of unthinking childishness.




  From outside, the Pavilion may have resembled a pleasure dome but for me, during summertime, it was a complex mental map of prohibitions and no-go areas. Except at our own irregular and

  unpredictable family mealtimes, I was barred from the upstairs restaurant and the sun-roof, where my mother worked as cashier as well as supervising the food-ordering and preparation and coping

  with the onerous paperwork entailed with restaurant-operation in these days. Any modern health and safety inspector would have condemned her working conditions as wholly unacceptable, shut away as

  she was on a stool in her narrow, airless office with only the high cashier’s window connecting her with the outside world, and only Melody, her liver-and-roan cocker spaniel, for

  company.




  Of course, I was not allowed to communicate with her while she was engaged at this vital task. Nor was I allowed into the extensive kitchen and serveries, where an antiquated potato-peeling

  machine clanked like a steamroller, and women in white overalls laboured at stoves and fish-fryers and long marble slabs, wiping their sweaty bare arms and upper bosoms, and sometimes their sweaty

  bare legs, on clean drying-up cloths.




  The kitchen staff had the friendliness of most Isle of Wight people and were pleased enough to see me, greeting me, with their special inflection, as ‘Phil-op’. But you never knew

  when my father might come up from the Pavilion floor to ‘watch points’, as he put it – which process always included detailed and sceptical checking of my mother’s cash-desk

  records. ‘Are you sure that’s right, Irene?’ he would ask her with narrowed eyes, as if giving her a chance to admit that she fiddled some of the takings (which, alas, she never

  had the sense to do). He walked very rapidly everywhere, on near-noiseless shoes, with his shoulders hunched and his head thrust forward as if perpetually smelling out dilatoriness or deceit. He

  would unfailingly materialize with a look of grim triumph just as I was doing something I oughtn’t – showing my drawings to waitresses in the restaurant, perhaps, or playing

  hide-and-seek with the younger stillroom maids in the bread-store. ‘Don’t worry people when they’re busy, Philip,’ he would tell me in the tone of flat

  disillusionment that used to cut me almost worse than did his anger. ‘People are here to work, not to skylark around with you.’




  My movements in his personal domain, the ground-floor amusement arcade, were almost as strictly circumscribed. I was not allowed to ask for money to play on the machines, nor even to play on

  them with my own money, when I had any. ‘These machines aren’t put here for your benefit,’ he reminded me many times with weary patience. ‘This is a place of business. A

  place of business, Philip.’ I did play them surreptitiously, of course, but never without a deep sense of wrongdoing at thus amusing myself while he and my mother battled with the

  day-tripper hordes. My guilt was even worse if I lit on a machine (like the yellow-sparkly ‘Caley’) which showed more inclination than others to let you win on it. How could I have

  deliberately exploited a weak spot in our business for my personal gain, and pocketed winnings that should have gone to help feed us or pay for my education?




  Even with the weather outside at its most brilliant, the arcade always managed to be a gloomy place. Its only illumination came from the lights in the machines themselves, and whatever sun

  managed to filter through the dado of red and yellow stained-glass diamonds above the main doors. Large as it was, my father always seemed to be everywhere, mending, emptying or servicing machines,

  his rapid footfall accompanied by the clink of a long chain of machine-keys and identification-discs that he carried slung on one shoulder like a tarnished silver fleece. The moment I put in a

  penny, or slyly twisted a ‘Coin Return’ handle to see if the last player’s prize had gone unclaimed, I could depend he would come round the nearest corner and catch me red-handed.

  ‘This is a place of business, Philip.’




  I counted as a trivial annoyance, however, compared with Meatball. Meatball was a small boy from the tenements which in those days still existed a few yards from Ryde’s sea front. He

  haunted the Pavilion arcade, on the lookout for any chance to extract money from our machines, either by stealth or violence. Aged no more than about seven, he was a tiny ragamuffin with a shock of

  dusty fair hair and a trumpet-shaped mouth that seemed made to protest outraged innocence. My father hunted Meatball among the twilit aisles like a destroyer tracking a U-boat, sometimes catching

  him shaking or rattling vulnerable machines, sometimes bent double under a pinball game to unplug it from its fragile electrical socket. However many times my father led him from the premises by

  one ear (no hyper-sensitive child assault laws in those days) he would always soon be back again.




  Guilt racked me, too, for having inherited none of my father’s multi-faceted mechanical aptitude and sharing none of his insatiable curiosity about how things worked. Between ferries, he

  would generally be repairing some broken-down or seized-up machine, a process I could only impotently stand by and observe. I can see him now with the glassed front of a ball-and-cup machine swung

  open, revealing its works glued on behind. I can see his forehead wrinkled in concentration below the peaked hairline, his tongue protruding a little way and clamped against his upper lip as he

  probes rods and chutes and cogwheels with an index finger or twists a miniature pocket screwdriver with a busy ‘click-click-click’. I remember the reassuring glow of the one great

  certainty he communicated to me: that there was no mechanism in the world he could not understand and, sooner or later, restore to perfect working order.




  I would sometimes help him empty machines, standing beside him with one of Mr Vernon’s ice-cream tins – always keeping a weather eye out for Meatball – as he scooped pennies

  from one unlocked cabinet after another with quick, definitive hand movements. Of course, I’m talking about old pennies that used to be twelve to an old shilling – big, dull-brown discs

  with thick milled edges that weighted the pocket like stones. I remember the sight of them en masse, filling ice-cream tins to the brim; how their grime got under your fingernails and the sour reek

  of them on to the back of your tongue. In the fifties, some pennies still survived from the early reign of Queen Victoria, black and worn thin and smooth, with a likeness one could hardly see. We

  lived among seas of pennies that, somehow, never managed to turn themselves into pounds, or at least enough to make our fortune.




  Not that my father did not seek to fleece the holidaymaking crowds with every means at his disposal. None of the slot-machines gave its winner a prize any more munificent than their penny back

  and another free go. On the pinball games, the winning score was well nigh impossible; anyone with the dexterity and freakish luck to punch up the requisite hundreds of thousands was rewarded with

  a small cardboard box containing a single toffee. (Another of my occasional jobs was to sit in the Amplifier Room, fold the boxes into shape from rectangles of white cardboard and slip that

  affronting solitary sweetmeat into each one.) In our crane-grab machines, packets of ten Woodbine cigarettes reared enticingly from thick beds of liquorice comfits. The crane’s jaws flopped

  indecisively on to this treasure-trove, never even disturbing the half-buried packets of Woodbines, picking up maybe two or three liquorice comfits which it invariably dropped again as it swung

  back to the chute by which prizes were delivered. Those liquorice comfits, I believed, even predated my father’s management of the Pavilion: they were so ancient that their original bright

  colours had faded into a uniform mildewy green.




  Thanks to my Grandma Norman, I was already fascinated by the Victorian age, and in the twilit aisles of slot-machines, I could fancy myself almost living in it. Stilt-legged Mutoscope peep-shows

  showed comedies from the dawn of silent pictures on hand-cranked frames as thick as medieval vellum. An iron sailor figure offering trials of strength – you had to try to push his

  outstretched hands together – wore the pale blue tunic and white bellbottoms of the First World War dreadnought era.




  I spent hours gazing into glass-fronted cabinets at the little iron figures which the insertion of a penny would briefly bring to life. Many of these machines had names, etched on mirror-glass

  pediments, as if they were miniature films or plays. In ‘The Uninvited’, a miser counted out blocks of gold while ghosts flew out of chests and grandfather clocks behind his back. In

  ‘Sweeney Todd’, the barber’s customer vanished through a trapdoor, and a man appeared to one side with a tray labelled HOT PIES. In ‘Domestic Scene’, a man rocked a

  baby in his arms and a cradle with his foot as his wife lay in bed, her lacy bosom twitching up and down. In ‘The Automatic Palmist’, a veiled gypsy woman traced a penholder back and

  forth above a blotter as if writing out your fortune for you. The italic-script cards the machine dispensed were the same as had been in use fifty years earlier. (‘You are the possessor of

  exceptional qualities, but owing to excessive modesty, you have never received your rightful reward . . .’)




  When window-shopping slot-machines grew wearisome, I would roam around the pier-head, where everyone but myself seemed to have so energetic a role in summer’s teeming canvas. Here were the

  brisk men in blue jerseys and squashed peaked caps who caught the ropes from the incoming ferries, looped them around iron stanchions and slid the wooden gangways forth and back. Here were the

  white-jacketed attendants for the car-park and the clumps of green deckchairs. Here was majestic, hook-nosed Captain House who ran pleasure cruises from a jetty a few yards back down the pier in

  his launch, The Wight Queen – and whose fat son of my age helped him cast off and tie up as I could never hope to help my father. Here were the two white-suited photographers who

  walked backwards in front of putative clients, exhorting them to say ‘cheese’ while snapping off rolls of imaginary film. Here were the ‘Pier Master’, Mr Smith, in his

  formal grey suit, and Leo, the porter who’d been an American GI, and Hilda from the station buffet, and Jack Watts, the famously dapper tram-driver who left an immaculate bottle-green sports

  car on the Esplanade when he came to work, and made every journey up and down the half-mile with his little white dog on the seat beside him.




  Inside, I may have been subject to continual paternal surveillance but outside I enjoyed a lack of supervision that would make any responsible modern parent tremble. No one restrained me from

  going right to the edge of the unfenced ferry berths as the paddleboats docked, their wheels beating up avalanches of blue-black foam. No one stopped me playing on the tram station, whose twin

  platforms gave on to naked girders and sea. No one forbade me to descend the stone stairways to the jetties under the pier-head, which revealed themselves on lower and still lower levels as the

  tide went out. The bottom level, where I often went by myself, was an eerie, sunless place, with grey timbers like a forest all around and black water lapping up through concrete girders as

  weed-slimy as green silk. Living as I did with deep sea all around, it might have seemed an elementary precaution to teach me to swim as soon as possible. But nobody had. I realize now there were

  dozens of times when I could have slipped on a barnacled, green-slimy cross beam, and never been seen again.




  If I couldn’t swim, why didn’t I fish? On summer days, scores of fishermen would be at the pier-head, stationed beside its wooden boundary posts or along its lower platforms with

  glistening rods and sandwich boxes and Oxo tins of thick pink ragworms dug up at low tide on the sand-flats to the east. Schools of smelt flickered just below the surface of the sunlit green water;

  mackerel, bream and dogfish and conger eels were pulled up, wriggling and twisting, on every hand; lobsters, crabs and prawns crowded the deeps around the pier’s legs. You couldn’t walk

  far without stepping over a piscine corpse of some kind, shrouded in putrefying weed and broiling on the hot concrete – a crushed hermit-crab, a liquefied jellyfish, the frilled white-papery

  fillet of an inkless cuttlefish.




  My father was a passionate angler, albeit of the genteeler dry fly persuasion. His numerous rods and gaffs and landing-nets (by Hardy of Pall Mall) even now waited patiently in their green

  canvas rolls for that happy future day when he could put all this seaside vulgarity behind him and become the country gentleman he believed nature had always intended him to be. One rod he kept

  permanently set up at the sun-roof rail, where it looked across open sea to the Pavilion’s main body. There, a ladies’ lavatory produced a permanent overflow that dropped about thirty

  feet vertically into the sea. The agitated water used to attract grey mullet, which would swirl around with bellies upturned as though in a ticklish ecstasy. From time to time my father would

  succeed in hooking one, but usually it struggled so much as he hauled it up that its soft mouth separated from its body, and all he would land was a pair of lips.




  Once, he sorted me out a small rod of my own, showed me how to use it and set it up for me at the railing near the plank walkway. But I soon got bored and wandered off. While I was gone, some

  boys attached a dead tiddler to the end of my line and put it back into the water, hoping I wouldn’t realize it was dead. And, to be truthful, I didn’t. So that was another way I found

  of disappointing him.




  Each day, as the crowds surged ashore, I would look into thousands of faces bewildered by sunshine and holiday excitement; catch passing glimpses inside thousands of families amid the stress of

  luggage and young children and finding their correct route to shore. Most daytrippers were London cockneys, horribly over-dressed even in that pre-leisurewear era, the men in blue or brown

  chalkstripe suits and thick boots, and wearing knotted white handkerchiefs on their heads in lieu of sun-hats. Many got no further than the Pavilion’s built-in pub, the First and Last. I

  would loiter outside its wide-open doors, savouring the foghorn London accents and scraps of indigenous song that floated from within. London was the place where I was born and where I always

  longed to be. For it was the home of Grandma Norman, the person whom I loved – and who loved me – more than anyone else in the world.




  The day’s arrivals by sea were not exclusively pleasure-bent. Occasionally, a gleaming dark blue and white Royal Naval launch from the Portsmouth dockyard would put in at a side jetty, and

  a nameless VIP – sometimes rumoured to be Royalty – would step ashore through an honour-guard of ratings in full dress. Half a dozen times a year, a black police van would back up close

  to the relevant ferry disembarkation point and a convict in handcuffs would be hurried down the gangway, bound for one of the Island’s celebrated prisons, Albany or Parkhurst.




  Through the Pavilion’s long row of pinned-open double doors I could hear the snap of Remington .22 rifles; the soft electronic punch as pinball scores racked up; the splash of pennies

  dropping inside wooden cabinets; the brief whir of ‘Sweeney Todd’ or ‘The Uninvited’ coming to life. We also had a jukebox, the first I ever saw, a domed marvel of chromium

  and sculpted pink plastic, with an outsize arrow suspended overhead and pointing downward so that no one could possibly miss it. Consequently I knew every hit song of that pre-rock ’n’

  roll era: Nat King Cole’s ‘Mona Lisa’, Tex Ritter’s ‘High Noon’, Tennessee Ernie Ford’s ‘Sixteen Tons’, Hank Williams’s ‘Hey, Good

  Lookin’ ’, Rosemary Clooney’s ‘Come On-A My House’, Frankie Laine’s ‘Jezebel’, all murmured incessantly at the edge of my consciousness until I knew

  each note and vocal inflection by heart, although without the slightest idea what most of their words meant. The all-time smash of this summer was ‘She Wears Red Feathers’ by Guy

  Mitchell. So many times without a break did the jaunty, husky voice sing:




  

    

      

        

          

			

            She wears red feathers and a hoolie-hoolie skirt




            She wears red feathers and a hoolie-hoolie skirt


          


        


      


    


  




  that finally, unable to stand it any more, my father opened the jukebox, took out the record and hurled it into the sea.




  Always, I would be guiltily magnetized by Mr Vernon’s rock shop, in particular by the two revolving racks of ‘saucy’ postcards he kept outside. Many of these were still being

  printed from plates drawn in the twenties: the men had spats and walking-sticks, and the women wore cloche hats. There were jokes about henpecked husbands and spinsters and chamberpots and wind

  (‘I hear you’ve had a lot of wind on the coast, Auntie’) and about the endlessly recurring newly married couple whose goings-on were for me still cloaked in impenetrable mystery.

  One I remember showed a bridegroom leaning from his hotel bedroom window and calling to a uniformed pageboy: ‘I say . . . what time is it?’ ‘Ten o’clock, sir.’

  ‘Thank you and . . . er, what day is it?’ Did people on their honeymoons really sleep in for as long as that?




  

    *


  




  IN MID-AFTERNOON came a brief period when the pier-head suddenly went quiet. All the day’s trippers had arrived, and were down in the town,

  overflowing the pubs and gift shops or packed in a glitter like massed flies’ wings along the beach. The ferries paused in their assault; the pier trams no longer came banging over sea-borne

  rails to meet them every few minutes. As if by tacit agreement, British Railways, the rock shop and the Pavilion ceased their loudspeaker announcements. It was like a pause for breath before the

  start of the evening exodus, when homebound queues could extend for the full half-mile of the plank walkway.




  I have special cause to remember one such afternoon hiatus, late in that summer of 1952. It must have been around a quarter to five. As often happened at that time of day, a stiff breeze had

  arisen, making flags strain madly from their poles, deckchairs blow inside-out and sun-blinds chafe in their frames. Far out in the Solent, clusters of dim white racing yachts were still strung out

  for miles, but every other kind of endeavour seemed to be in suspense. Empty Brickwoods beer-bottles stood like sentries outside the shuttered doors of the First and Last. The car-park was almost

  deserted; the ticket-collectors had withdrawn inside their hut to brew tea. Fishermen dozed beside rods whose miniature bells no longer tinkled, as if the very fish were participating in the

  general siesta. Even Guy Mitchell seemed to be taking a breather from ‘She Wears Red Feathers’.




  My aimless wanderings had taken me into the Pavilion through its tram station entrance and up the main staircase, which had been rather grand in its former days as a theatre but was now closed

  to the general public, unlit and dusty. Half-way up on the right was a door into the kitchens, bearing a plastic white-on-black notice in my father’s unmistakable voice:




  

    STRICTLY NO ADMITTANCE




    Except to staff


  




  At the top of the staircase were glass-paned double doors giving on to the high balcony which ran around the Pavilion’s whole circumference from either side of its stage.

  Above the balcony windows yawned the great hollow dome, contoured with iron girders painted a dull yellow. Far up there at its summit was a small extra dome with a glimmering frieze of red and

  yellow glass, traversed by two criss-crossed supports. It was said that during the war, when the Royal Navy had commandeered the Pavilion, a cache of black-market cigarettes had been hidden on that

  inaccessible cross-shaped ledge and never subsequently recovered. I used to imagine how it would feel to climb up in search of them – the unspeakable terror as arching girders put ever

  greater strain on my arms until I was hanging completely upside-down, fifty feet or more above the city of slot-machines.




  Opposite the balcony entrance, on the left, was a narrow stairway leading up to non-public areas of the Pavilion roof. As a rule, it was used as an overflow kitchen-store, and the doors at its

  bottom and top ends were both kept locked. On this particular afternoon, to my surprise, I found the bottom door ajar, the steps not obstructed by boxes of tinned goods or sacks of potatoes, and an

  inviting rectangle of blue sky at their summit. So up I went.




  I emerged through a door like a ship’s companionway, on to the level immediately above our public sun-roof. Below me, white umbrellas fluttered, and I could hear the clink of afternoon

  teas being served. The marine panorama of soft grey ships and crowding yachts looked intriguingly different from this higher perspective. To my right arose the fish-scaled immensity of the dome,

  embedded in broad swathes of newish-looking tarmac. My initial view of this area was blocked by some kind of water-tank, set in a wooden housing. I remember thinking it might be feasible to scale

  the dome from outside, peep in through the stained-glass frieze at its summit and see if the black-market cigarettes really were still there. Only at this point did I realize I wasn’t

  alone.




  A little way around the seaward side of the dome’s perimeter, a man’s cream linen jacket and a woman’s sky-blue cardigan lay strewn on the tarmac. My first thought was that

  someone must be, very dangerously, swimming from up here. Then I realized two people were lying there, one of whom was my father. I remember the sight of his pale forehead with the dark

  widow’s peak – the sight that always made my heart lift and plummet simultaneously.




  With him, or to be more precise underneath him, was a woman whose face I could not see. All I could see was that she had a mass of fluffy auburn curls like Mrs Vernon’s, from the rock

  shop.




  There was time only for a brief glimpse before I shrank back again behind the water-tank, unnoticed by either of them. I couldn’t be certain the woman really was Mrs Vernon. On balance, it

  seemed hardly plausible that she would leave her always-busy shop to venture thus into the territory of her husband’s sworn enemy. Yet her auburn curls seemed unmistakable, as did her

  blue-and-white cotton dress and general air of tolerant good humour even in that uncomfortable posture on the almost bare tarmac. Balanced so needlessly on top of her, in his green Old England

  shirt but not his trousers, my father wore his usual look of almost tragic concentration. He could just as well have been working on a broken machine with his tiny ratchet screwdriver, or waiting

  to assail the next ferry crowd with doleful intelligence about buttered buns and doughnuts.
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