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1 A Night Out

Life was monotonous. Upminster to Monument on the District 
Line and then the Central Line to Chancery Lane. If you don’t know 
where Upminster is, it’s out in the sticks, about as far out in the 
boonies as you can get. An hour to the office from my place in the 
morning, an hour back in the evening. The estate agent called it a 
maisonette, but that didn’t change sod all, it was still a small 
fucking ground floor flat without heating.

That was me. A drudge. Patrick Wolfe. Pat to my mates.
Twenty six and deep in it.
Where had it all gone wrong?
That’s not a difficult question to answer. 
The summer had started with a bang and had been great while it 

lasted.
That’s all over now. It ended painful and in more ways than one. 
First, Elsa, my Finnish girlfriend, that is my ex-Finnish girl 

friend, who I’d been fucking for three weeks, had gone. Home to 
Helsinki.

Second, but not least, it had set me back a packet. I’d paid for her 
plane tickets and just about everything fucking else. 

I met Elsa at Tiffany’s, that’s a club on Shaftesbury Avenue in 
the West End.  It was around the middle of June. I’d been there with 
a few mates after a Chinese meal at a place on Gerrard Street. One 
of the lad’s was leaving the firm where I worked, a rat leaving a 
sinking ship we told him, so we’d decided to celebrate, starting at 
Chandos, that’s a pub on St Martins Lane.

By the time we got to Tiffany’s we were ready to twist. I liked 
the place, there was always a lot of foreign birds, not the usual loud 
mouthed up-in-towners from Barking or some dump like that.

Tiffany’s had a strict dress code, no tie no admittance. The 
doorman saw off the scruffbags. It cost a couple of quid to get in. 
We didn’t complain, it kept the Rockers and wankers out. Drinks 
were more expensive than in a pub, which had an advantage, the 
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birds had less money than the blokes and never said no to a drink, 
that is if you asked them nicely.

Tuesday evening was good. At the weekend you had to queue to 
get into the place, especially Saturdays. There was a stage with a DJ 
spinning the music and gyrating spots flashing blue lights that made 
everything look better, a bit like one of those strip clubs in Soho. 
Above the middle of the dance floor was a spinning mirror ball 
sparkling like millions of diamonds. To one side was a long bar 
where you could get drinks, crisps and that kind of thing.

Around the dance floor the blokes stood drinking, smoking and 
sussing out the birds who were dancing together or sitting at tables.

The best thing about weekdays was the dance floor, which was 
not so crowded. That evening there was space to move around, you 
could impress the birds with some fancy footwork without some 
creeps who hadn’t a clue crashing into you. There was always a few 
twats who thought it was a fucking barn dance, clod hopping 
around, oblivious to serious blokes like me.

So, getting to the point, I got talking to her at the bar.
They’d been playing ‘Baby Love’ and ‘Pretty Woman’, then, 

when they changed to ‘You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’’ the floor 
practically emptied and everybody headed for the bar to grab a 
drink. It was still too early for snogging on the dance floor.

I was feeling good after the pub and the Chinese.
The other lads were scouting around for talent.
I was dressed for the occasion, always ready, one of my Austin 

Reed suits, wearing my Church’s shoes, smoking a Dunhill and 
flashing my Zippo lighter. The suit was cut was in a cool Sean 
Connery 007 style, impeccably, a reference for any young guy like 
me who could afford it. The only thing missing was the Aston, mine 
was a Cortina GT, which wasn’t bad considering.

Another drink was what was needed, then I’d look for a bird to 
chat-up.

It was difficult to get the attention of one the overworked 
barmen. It was a real jostle and just as I positioned myself to catch 
one’s eye I got an elbow in the ribs. I looked around scowling, there 
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was this blond, not very tall, she smiled at me innocently, a 
playfully questioning look on her face, she was a looker, startling 
green eyes, as she turned her head to attract the barman, which she 
did with no trouble, her long blonde hair bounced off her shoulders. 

She ordered, then looking at me said, ‘Sorry,’ flashing a dazzling 
smile, excusing her lack of consideration.

‘No problem,’ I replied trying to look indifferent, ‘go ahead.’
She did.
As she waited for her Coke, she looked at me again, a good sign, 

and asked with her Colgate smile, ‘What time is it?’
Not really very original. I gave her an uninterested look and 

pointed to the face of my watch. Unexpectedly she grabbed my 
wrist and turned it firmly to look.

‘Eleven.’
‘Eleven,’ I replied, noting her accent.
‘American?’
‘No, Finnish.’
‘Oh, the accent is American,’ I said caught off balance, trying to 

remember what Finnish was.
‘Yes, I lived in Boston for a year.’
I was impressed. She was younger than me, about twenty, but 

had evidently seen more of the world than I expected to see at any 
time soon.

Digging deep in her purse she pulled out a rumpled pound note 
and paid the barman. Obviously a student with not much of the 
ready.

‘Are you here with someone?’
‘Yes, a girl friend. We’re sitting over there.’
I got my drink and followed her.
‘You don’t mind,’ I said sitting down.
‘Of course not,’ she replied flashing that smile again.
Her friend disappeared onto the floor with one of my mates 

who’d already got her in his sights.
‘What are you doing here.’
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‘Improving my English.’
‘It sounds pretty good to me.’
‘Thank you,’ she said brightly. ‘It’s my written English that 

needs improvement.’
‘Where are you doing that?’
‘What?’
‘The English.’
‘Oh, near the British Museum.’
‘Oh, great, I work near there.’
‘London University, a student exchange programme with 

Helsinki University.’
I wasn’t all that sure where Helsinki was, Finland or maybe 

Russia, but I didn’t care. I made a note to look it up the next day, it 
could come in useful if things got serious.’

I studied her. She really was a looker.
She told me she was staying at the students halls not far from the 

Museum.
We danced and chatted. I bought her a couple of gin tonics and 

then we snogged on the dance floor. She was hot. Nice, like a 
miniature Bardot, not so pouty, without all the black eye make-up. 

It was twelve when we left. I hailed a taxi. It wouldn’t have been 
class to suggest the underground or a bus. 

‘Russell Square pal,’ I ordered the driver.  
We lingered outside the students hall, more snogging and 

groping. I knew there was no chance of getting past the doors. The 
female residence was strictly off limits for visitors, especially 
rutting males.

I said I’d meet her the next day, lunch time.

Arriving in the office the next morning, I started by pulling out 
an atlas to look for Helsinki. I wasn’t surprised to see it was near 
Russia, which I’d learnt a lot about recently thanks to the Bond 
films.
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It had been nearly three in the morning when I got home, asking 
the minicab to stop a couple of streets away from my place.

Carol, that’s my ex, asked me where I’d been. I made up some 
lame story about drinking late with the boys at the Flamingo on 
Wardour Street.

I met Elsa at midday as promised. It was raining. She wore one 
of those Burberrys. She looked fantastic, like Catherine Deneuve in 
one of those French films. A Nordic blonde, though her eyes were 
green. She was fresh, there was a hint of recklessness, something 
unpredictable. 

We went to a pub near the British Museum, spent half the 
afternoon there. 

We met everyday.
A couple of weeks later I made some feeble excuse to Carol 

about having to go down to Exeter at the weekend. We had a 
contract for the air-conditioning of a new C&As there. She said 
nothing.

We, Elsa and myself, shacked-up for the weekend in Brighton.
Stayed at a nice B&B near the seafront. Three nights. The 

weather was fantastic. Took her to a fish and chip place on the pier 
and fed the gulls. Got sunburnt on the beach.  Went to the funfair 
and bought ice cream to keep us cool. 

The sunburn would take a lot of explaining. I’d tell Carol I’d 
been out on the roof, testing the fans we’d installed for the air-
conditioning system. 

As it happened it didn’t matter. Carol wasn’t there when I got 
back late the Sunday evening. There was a note saying she’d gone 
to her sisters until further notice.

She wasn’t stupid.
That was how it started.
I told Elsa I was unhitched, that is separated. She didn’t seem to 

care. She didn’t even ask me about my ex. I think the idea of being 
with an older more experienced bloke who could take her out 
excited her.
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I soon discovered Elsa had a disregard for the consequences of 
anything she did. Not that there were any consequences of any 
importance for her. Myself there was my marriage, but I soon I 
didn't care a fuck. 

Though as a matter of fact, we, that’s Elsa and myself, were 
fucking a lot.

When Elsa announced she was going home, I felt pissed-off, 
miserable. Her exchange programme had come to an end and that 
was it. She had to go back to Helsinki. The trouble was I'd fallen for 
her, infatuated, nuts. Mike, my assistant, said I was thinking with 
my balls again.

He was more was more down to earth than me, not that he didn’t 
like a bit on the side, but he never got involved, which was my 
problem.

I asked her to come to London to stay with me, which she did, 
for three crazy weeks. I couldn’t get enough of her. We did all the 
clubs, Hatchetts on Piccadilly, Le Kilt on Greek Street and La 
Valbonne. 

For something more high brow we went to Ronnie Scotts on 
Frith Street to listen to modern jazz. I’d worked at the bar of the 
Harlem and was well up on jazzmen and all that. I impressed her 
with my jazz speak. The first time we went there she had to show 
her passport. They thought she was under age being not too tall with 
her cute face.

2 The Harlem

I’d got interested in jazz a few years back. I was eighteen when 
Gordon, my old school mate, talked about finding a weekend bar 
job to pay for our holidays. 

Holidays cost money, a commodity we didn’t have much of. A 
Sam Arkus suit cost sixteen quid and an all-in holiday between 
twenty five and thirty quid, plus spending money and clothes. With 
four quid a week it would take more than just belt tightening as far 
as my weekly budget was concerned.
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My stingy wages didn’t go far, as a rule. By the end of the 
weekend, between midday Friday and Monday morning, most of 
my four quid evaporated. Cigarettes, flicks, coffee bars and 
instalments on my suits, not forgetting the occasional shirts, ties and 
shoes, made quick work of my ready.

I barely had enough left to eat lunch on Mondays, not to mind 
the rest of the week. The result was I starved, admittedly through 
my own fault. My mum trusted me to manage my money. If only 
she knew. For a good part of the time I went without lunch and ate 
nothing before ten in the evening when I came home from the Poly.

Between the office closing time and the start of classes at the 
Poly, I hung around in the canteen, though I rarely had enough 
money to pay for a coffee, but that was the price to pay for 
splashing out on the weekends.

It was a daily drudge. But I didn’t know any different, what was 
going on in the world, I mean like how people in places like 
Dolphin Square lived. 

Office hours were from nine in the morning until five thirty on 
the dot in the afternoon. Even Sands, the old bastard, was gone 
within ten minutes or so after the rest had left, I know, I’d worked 
overtime looking for lost plans in the archives, a basement cellar, 
under the pavement on Cavendish Square.

There was little worry about finding a job when I started work. 
Us lads in the office joked the job interview consisted of a single 
question: ‘Can you hold a pencil?’ If the answer was ‘yes’ then the 
lucky applicant had a job, and that wasn’t far from being true.

As far a weekend job went, pubs didn't pay much and in any case 
we were considered too young. Gord said a mate of his worked at 
the door of a strip club in Soho. There were plenty of jobs like that, 
but I didn’t fancy working in some sleazy club. My mum wouldn’t 
have liked it.

The trouble was respectable joints were few and far between. 
There were stacks of shady dives that served alcohol under the 
table, but we didn't want to end up in the nick. Finally Gord found 
us jobs in a jazz club, he as cloakroom attendant and me as a 
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bouncer. That’s a joke. In reality I was a some kind of a kind of 
doorman.

The Harlem, just off Piccadilly, was run by a hard nut, Ronny 
Gould, and Tony Parrish, a poofter. Parrish was the manager at 
Leicester Square’s Stapleton Hotel and Restaurant.

American modern jazz was in, so it was always packed. It was a 
Saturday night venue. Gord and myself rolled up at about half ten. It 
was an all night session, finishing at six Sunday morning. An 
evening at the Harlem set jazz fans back half a quid, for a couple of 
bob more a three-course meal in the Stapleton was thrown in.

The jazz club, situated in a large function room under the 
restaurant, had a non-licensed bar, a small stage for the band, and 
toilets which were shared with the restaurant in a common lobby on 
the club level.

Gould’s younger brother, Danny, was the compère. Every 
Saturday night, two or three, mostly American, modern jazz bands, 
took turns at providing the music.

Ronny Gould really was a hard bastard, an amateur boxer since 
the age of fifteen, though he’d never made it to pro. He worked in 
Smithfield Market during the day, then as a club doorman at nights. 
It was like that he met Tony Parrish. 

The Harlem was mostly frequented by black American GIs, from 
airbases around London, in town for the weekend. The club offered 
them drinks, food, music, the kind of girls that hung around GIs, 
and a place to hang out for night, saving them the expense of a hotel 
room.

The entrance to the jazz club was in a side alley, a few yards 
down from the Stapleton. There Parrish vetted the fans and 
pocketed the entrance charges.

A few of them tried to sneak into the club from the restaurant. 
The Stapleton’s customers used the toilets at the bottom of a broad 
stairway that led to the lower lobby.

The jazz fans used the same toilets through a double door into 
the lobby from the club.
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My job was to stop the Stapleton’s inquisitive customers from 
poking their noses into the Harlem, and especially jazz fans short of 
cash, those who knew the dodge, from creeping in for free.

They paid me a quid a night. It was dead easy. As boring as fuck. 
Most of the uptowners, when told it was a private club, simply 
continued to the toilets or returned to the restaurant.

There was never any trouble until one evening I let a very tall 
black GI into the club. He said was just looking for a friend.

A couple of minutes later Ronny Gould appeared and asked me 
who the fuck the guy was I just let in. I told him. He stuck his face 
in mine. ‘I pay you to keep people out. Get that fuck out. Now!’

I nearly shit my pants. I went after the guy who was a head and 
shoulders taller than me. He didn’t make any fuss as I showed him 
to the door and the stairs.

Just as I was feeling pleased with myself he leaned over the stair 
rail, ‘Hey! Snowball! I’ll see you tomorrow morning!’

The next morning I sent Gord to check the side alley before 
leaving the club.

It was a turn for the better when the barman left. Gould put me 
behind the bar where I served sandwiches and coffee. I made a bit 
more with tips and a few bob fiddled from the takings. Gord had a 
better deal on the cloak room where he made much more with tips. 

There were plenty of shady characters, one or two of whom 
offered Gord money to switch coats.  He wasn’t stupid and didn’t 
fancy the idea of being gone-over by the owner of an expensive coat 
that had disappeared.

The best thing about the Harlem was the money we could make 
from the cigarettes and booze the Yanks brought with them from 
the PX. The PX, that was the Post Exchange, a shop on the airbase 
where GIs could buy goods at low tax free prices.

So a carton of Lucky Strike or Camel bought for a dollar in the 
PX was sold for a pound. Then we sold it to our friends at work for 
half as much again. Everyone was happy, we middlemen pocketed 
the difference and the lads in the office got their fags at half shop 
price. On top of that it really looked cool to smoke Luckys.
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All that explains why I liked the Flamingo. Listening to Sonny 
Stitt all night in the Harlem playing ‘Take the A Train’ and things 
like that had grown on me.

So when Elsa and me got tired of fucking we went to the Flamingo 
on Wardour Street. It was a pretty seedy kind of joint, but it made a 
change from dancing.

Elsa never understood the old sandwiches that came with drinks 
at the Flamingo. I told her it was to do with the licensing laws that 
said alcoholic drinks could only be consumed with food, so they 
served sandwiches, mostly the same ones, I mean nobody ate them, 
some were two or three days old,  mouldy green inside with the 
corners curling up.

I liked it when they played ‘Summer Love’, oblivious to the fact 
I ploughing through my cash, not thinking about the day of 
reckoning, which would surely come, and it did.

One of us had his or her head on fixed firmly on their shoulders 
and it wasn’t me.

Then the fun ended and Elsa headed home, as chirpy as ever, not 
even a fucking tear. She had other plans. Spanish, another exchange 
programme, or something like that, sponsored by Helsinki 
University.

Muista unelmoida, as they say in Finnish. Keep dreaming.
Why work when you can have fun, better still find some soft 

headed fuck willing to foot the bill.
Seriously, she wasn’t like that. We’d a good time, flashing 

around in my Cortina. Devon, Cornwall and South Wales. 
What I needed now was a rest.
Elsa was great, very easy going, undemanding. She didn’t want 

an engagement ring or some sort of shit like that. It was me the love 
struck arsehole, trying to play Alfie, you know Michael Cain. 

Ever since I’d left school, after taking my GCEs, I’d been 
focused on work, exams, always short of cash and short of fun. My 
mum didn’t believe in encouraging me to burn money or hang 
around with the wrong kind of mates.
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I didn’t blame Elsa for going home. She’d learnt to speak 
English, and much more. It was time to move on. And seriously it 
wasn’t as if I could hop on a flight to Helsinki every other weekend.

I did however envy her clear vision and freedom of choice.

3 Married Bliss

In spite of the deflated ending to my stay-at-home summer 
holiday, it had been a bloody darn sight better than last year’s, 
which wasn’t difficult to beat.

We’d, that is Carol and myself, my soon to be ex, had just 
bought a new car, I’d insisted on splashing out on a red Cortina GT 
I’d become obsessed with, on credit of course. So cash had been 
tight what with mortgage payments and all that crap, and that was 
with two wages coming in.

I suppose we’d bought the Cortina with another foreign holiday 
in mind, but it had just added to the endless stream of bills. With no 
fun in view our dreams faded.

I was earning more than ever before, and all we’d been afford 
that summer was Bournemouth. Fucking Bournemouth. Can you 
can you imagine it. To make matters worse it was with my in-laws, 
Harry and Ada, they were really nice people, but the trouble was it 
made me feel old. Old at sodding twenty five. I mean Jesus Christ 
can you image Bournemouth in a bed and breakfast with your in-
law’s.

Harry was nearing retirement and Ada didn’t work. They’d had 
Carol late and doted on her.

A year later, now, my holidays were over, and I was trying to 
sort out my fucked-up life.

I couldn’t complain, my summer with Elsa had been great, while 
it lasted, but now I was faced with trying to figure out how I could 
cut down on my expenses as the divorce went through.

I was free, but not really with the means to enjoy my freedom. 
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With Carol divorcing me, I was fairly desperate for cash. I can’t 
blame her, she was nice, too nice for a bloke like me. She’d moved 
back up town after I’d started fucking around with Elsa.

At the end of June I’d told her I needed time to think things over.
I mean I couldn’t have said I needed time to fuck Elsa. 
Now the summer was almost over, she was gone, Elsa that is, 

and I, like a silly git, was left paying the mortgage on top of the 
furnished fuck-pad I’d rented in Islington. 

Luckily I just needed to give a week’s notice. It still cost me an 
arm and a leg, which was compounded by a snidy letter from the 
bank. The bastards informed me I was overdrawn twenty five quid 
and invited me in no uncertain terms to remedy the situation.

Twenty five fucking quid.
I mean I wouldn’t have been overdrawn if I could settle the 

overdraft, would I? 
In other words I was really at the bottom of the heap. A nothing. 

A fucking indentured slave.
I’d tried to change banks a few months back and some fucking 

stuck-up git of a manager at the Midlands told me I was on a salary 
and as such could not expect an overdraft. The cunt.

That arsehole had more or less said I was condemned to 
commute for the rest of my life. What was the alternative? I didn't 
see any other possibility than branching out on my own.  That 
needed capital, then I remembered why I'd been to see the bastard at 
the Midlands. To beg for an overdraft facility for a few miserable 
quid.

It was a hugely depressing prospect. 
I’d have gone to the pub and got pissed if I'd been that way 

inclined, but I was wasn't. I didn’t really go in for pubs. My parents 
weren’t pub goers, so I suppose I wasn’t either. The smell of beer 
and stale fags. I did like eating out. It happened from time to time, 
rarely to be honest. A bottle of wine and a steak with our friends, 
mostly Carol’s. Trouble is that cost. 
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My aversion to beer was probably something to do with Watneys 
Brewery, just off Victoria Street. Every morning when I went to 
school the smell was everywhere. Like vomit.

I returned to Upminster. At least Carol hadn’t changed the lock. I 
parked the Cortina on the street outside of the flat. The next 
morning it was pissing with rain. I was late as usual. I rushed out, 
keys in my hand, my brief case over my head. I stopped on the curb 
side. There was a space where I’d parked the Cortina. It was gone. 
Disappeared. 

For a moment I thought I parked it somewhere else.
Then the penny dropped.
Carol also had a set of keys.
The fucking cow had certainly got one of her mates to nick it. 
So I had no car. What was worse I was still paying the 

instalments, which were costing me a bomb.
I thought of calling the insurance company, but they would just 

laugh. Carol had fixed up the insurance, she worked at their offices 
on Pall Mall.

With a mixture of anger and self loathing I plodded down to the 
station in the pissing rain, contemplating the week ahead. I had a lot 
on and Bill Manston would be after me because the firm needed to 
invoice my customers. They were as tight for cash as myself, 
though to see the way he and Phil Palmer splashed the stuff around 
you wouldn’t think so. As for the coming weekend it didn’t bear 
thinking about. 

How had I got myself in this situation?
Well if I analysed it objectively, I suppose it all started about ten 

years back.
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 4 Me

I left school with half a dozen GCEs, including French. My 
French teacher Miss Kay, who was quite sexy, had written in my 
report book, ‘Patrick has a natural talent for languages’, which got 
me excited and my mum as happy as a lark.

That fantasy came to an end three years later in France, at a café 
in Saint Tropez.

Anyway, with my maths and science I got a job in an 
engineering office on Cavendish Square where the bastards started 
me on three quid a week. I mean what could you do with three 
fucking quid a week.

Every morning I walked from home to Cavendish Square, down 
Rochester Row, through Broadway House, across Green Park to 
Piccadilly, up Bond Street and then across Oxford Street. When the 
office moved to Berkley Square I walked past Victoria Station, 
Buckingham Palace road, past the palace itself every morning, then 
St James Park to Piccadilly and up Bruton Street.

I followed the crowds of commuters pouring out of Victoria 
Station, from where they came I had no idea and in reality never 
gave it much thought. Not one of those who worked in my office 
lived in central London, or even near to it.

The office sent me to the Poly on Regent Street, where, in my 
fucking time, I got an ONC in mechanical engineering. It was no 
more than a couple of hundred yards from the office on Cavendish 
Square.

The office and the Poly formed the essential part of my life for 
not far off five long fucking years, my daily routine. I quit the office 
at five thirty. Classes, taken in my time, started at six and ended at 
eight thirty or nine. My subjects were mechanics, structures and 
thermodynamics. 

Sounds good. It was a dull as ditchwater and as dry as dust.
It was near ten when I got home in the evening, on foot. I could 

have taken the bus, but didn’t have the fare. I blew my miserly pay 
at weekends and come Sunday evening I was practically skint.
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After the Poly I spent a year Westminster Technical College, in 
my fucking time, getting an electrical engineering endorsement. 

From there I spent two more years at the National College at the 
Elephant, where, in my fucking time as usual, I got an H&V 
diploma, which would qualify me for associate membership of the 
Institution of Heating and Ventilation Engineers. Sounds good 
doesn’t it. It was. AMIHVE on my name card. I thought I’d made it.

That feeling didn’t last long. That bastard Sands put a spoke in. 
Wouldn’t give me an increase. Talked about my studies as if they’d 
been made in the firm’s time. Blathered on about a job for life. That 
meant fuck all to me. For Christ’s sake I was just twenty three.

Brought me down to earth with a bang.
Well fuck him, I thought. I started looking at the job adds in The 

Daily Telegraph.
There were plenty of jobs around. Hadn’t Harold Macmillan had 

told us ‘we’d never had it so good’. It caused a lot of laughter and 
jokes, but it was true. I already had a lot of things my parents had 
never had when they were my age. 

Now, we were becoming more prosperous. Soon, I’d have a flat, 
a wife and then a car.

And I did … well, at least until a few weeks ago.
Looking at my wardrobe was proof. No more Burton suits for 

me. I’d given them up yonks back. My first tailor made suit came 
from Sam Arkus, a Soho tailor I’d discovered on Berwick Street 
with Farraboy, a mate in the office, during one of our lunch time 
walks.

At Sam’s I could choose ‘with it’ fashionable cloths, be 
measured and fitted, provided I paid a couple of quid at each fitting. 
Sam was no slouch, he was inventive, and since he did not entirely 
trust the words of the prime minister, at least as far as the durability 
of his young clients’ prosperity was concerned, payments were 
always upfront as the Yanks say.

At that time, I, like quite a few of Sam’s customers, had gone big 
on Italian suits and I ordered what was one of the best styled 
tailored suits I’d ever bought. It was clearly Italian, but without 
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being exaggerated, the cloth was fine with dark and somewhat less 
darker blue stripes. It was cut perfectly and was highly admired by 
all in the office, even the real squares. 

Italian style meant short boxy jackets, tapered trousers, and 
pointed shoes. I was the best dressed of my mates. Gord was a bit of 
a square, as was Tony. Doug was more with it, though there was a 
hint of the Rocker about him, his dress style and haircut.

It was not until a couple or so years later that I graduated to 
something more original. I suppose I owed that to seeing Sean 
Connery in Dr No. His look was really class. No more Italian shit 
for me. I bought my first American Ivy League style suit at Cecil 
Gees on Shaftesbury Avenue.

5 Moving Up

Before I knew it I was working at Sellis & Partners in 
Kensington. A fifty percent increase in my salary, which enabled 
me to get deeper into fucking debt, and as the song goes I owed my 
soul to the company store, well the building society. The company 
didn’t have a store, but I was their slave.

Their office was at Kendrick Place. A mews near South 
Kensington underground station. Sellis & Partners, was run by 
Jimmy Sellis, a nasty little bastard, known to us as ‘get your hands 
off that wall boy’. 

He got that moniker after repeating those words to us lads as we 
pelted down the office stairs our hands on his precious white walls.

Jimmy’s oldman, who’d made a pile, had started out as a 
plumber. Now the short arsed little bastard used his young 
engineers as whipping boys. 

We were a few yards from the studio of Francis Bacon, a stable 
on Reece Mews. He was a painter. Pictures, not walls. A poofter 
they said. The watch your arse in the pub kind.

That was just over two years ago. As you know by now I’m 
married. Well perhaps I should say was, because soon I won’t be, 
married that is.
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Why I got married fuck only knows. I suppose it seemed like the 
right thing to do at the time.

Anyway after a couple of years at Sellis, and on the strength of 
my added experience with them, I moved on to Tauntons & Sons on 
Chancery Lane, for more money. That’s where I am now, a brilliant 
young manager with a couple of credit cards, a miserably small 
overdraft and a divorce on my hands.

After I’d finished at the National College over at the Elephant, I 
had more free time with a little money for fun. Which basically 
meant I didn’t have to give the weekly piss ups a miss. Soon I got 
into the habit of the Friday night after-office-drink at the pub with 
my mates, when we got in some pretty unbelievable drinking. 

I’d overcome my resistance to beer, at least lager. I was learning.
That came to a head a couple of weeks before I met Elsa. 

Someone in the heating department was retiring and we headed for 
the Blue around lunch time. We were in the private bar when 
closing time came. Then, the publican, a mate of Phil Palmer’s, 
gave us a wink, then ushered the customers out of the public bar and 
put up the closed sign.

We continued drinking. It was past six when I staggered out as 
pissed as a newt. The office was closed. I found my way to Lincoln 
Inn Fields gardens, lay on a bench and spewed-up. That wouldn’t 
have been so bad, but I was meeting Carol for an evening at the 
theatre with a couple of her artzy friends.

I turned up stinking of booze and almost as soon as the play 
started, hypnotised by the monotony of the dialogue and the stage 
lights, I fell asleep. At the interval Carol, furious, sent me packing. 
Needless to say she didn’t speak to me for more than a week 

I should have had more sense.
About that time there was this secretary, Patricia, nice, about 

nineteen, who I was shagging. I’d met her at my previous job. I took 
her out in the Cortina, we had dinner with drinks and a bottle of 
Chianti at Portofinos in Camden Passage. I told her about my 
adventures in Las Palmas and Rimini. I was full of myself. 
Cocksure in more ways than one. She lapped it up. 
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I drove her home. She lived with her parents somewhere in North 
London. We fucked on the back seat, parked on the side of a small 
lane, next to a field, not far from where she lived.

Some time after eleven it was time to take her home. I started the 
Cortina and put my foot on the accelerator, the engine whined, but 
we didn’t move. The back wheels just threw up a stream of shit and 
steam. I’d parked on a patch of grass and a pile of fucking horse 
shit.

Our humping on the back seat had a pile driver effect and the 
Cortina had sunk up to its hub caps.

Silly cow hadn’t told me there was a riding club there. I walked 
her back home then took a taxi home to Upminster. I asked for a bill 
and put it on expenses.

I told Carol the car had broken down.
The worst thing was Patricia was engaged and getting married at 

the end of June.
I put Portofino’s on the firm’s Diners Club card. Said it was 

some architect, a prospective client. I also had a Barclaycard. 
Manston had signed me up for them after I’d landed the contracts 
with C&As. Three new department stores which meant travelling up 
and down the country quite a lot.

If the truth was known I was never an amateur of Italian food, at 
least until I’d experienced Portofino’s. Before that all I knew about 
Italian restaurants in London could have been summed up by a local 
Cavendish Square cafe. That’s where the gang from the office went 
at lunchtime, a three minute walk away on the corner of John 
Princes Street and Great Castle Street.

The midday fair was spaghetti bolognaise, weiner schnitzel, 
shepherds pie, and bangers and mash,  all of which wasn’t very 
Italian, apart from the spaghetti, and that would have given real 
Italians a sore gut.

It was a real greasy spoon, catering to the lower office echelons 
and workmen. It run by Italians, like a lot of workingmen’s cafes in 
Central London. In Pimlico we called them Ities and dagos. 
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Even my holiday in Italy didn’t do much to improve my opinion 
of Italian food.

What changed all that was Portofino’s. It was swish and the food 
was seriously great.

I took birds I wanted to screw to Portofino’s, and it generally 
worked. They lapped it up especially when I greeted the maître d’ 
with with buongiorno or buonasera and said prego and grazie mille 
to the waiters. I order stuffed peppers and a bottle of Chianti, told 
them about Italy and France, which always got them into a romantic 
frame of mind.

6 Tauntons

Manston was pissed half of the time and didn’t bother about 
what I was spending, within reason that is. The business was rolling 
in and that kept them happy.

Tauntons had three offices, all on Chancery Lane, the first was 
on the fourth floor at number fifty six, the second an Italian 
restaurant, the Sorrento, on the lower ground floor, and the third and 
perhaps the most important was the Blue Anchor a bit further down 
the lane on the next block.  As time went by Taunton, Manston and 
Palmer spent more and more time in the second and third offices.

They generally disappeared to the Sorrento around midday to eat, 
no expenses spared, it wasn’t some cheap office plod’s cafe, but a 
business restaurant, a real maître d’, waiters in black jackets and 
bow ties, serving cocktails, wine and lobster. 

After they’d head over to the Blue and when they came back 
they were so pissed they could barely walk.

The previous Christmas, I’d passed Taunton in the corridor 
trying to open the door to the board room.

‘Patrick, be a good lad, I can’t seem to get the key into the lock.’
I didn’t realise it, but he was totally fucking pissed. I turned the 

key, the door swung open, and he fell flat on his face.
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After the Christmas lunch one of the lads walked into Manston’s 
office and found him screwing Taunton’s secretary on the floor. 
He’d taken the precaution of putting a newspaper under her. There 
was much discussion amongst the lads about whether it was to to 
avoid messing up her dress or the office carpet.

The writing was on the wall when Palmer asked me to fix the 
Italian restaurant up with an air-conditioner. It was to cover the bill 
they had run up over the previous months.

7 An Unexpected Trip

What first set me off on the wrong path was a trip I’d made to 
Las Palmas, in the Canary Islands. Tauntons had supplied a 
ventilation system to a new hotel. It had been shipped out some 
time before I arrived in the company.

The hotel was finished, but some of the fans were stuck in the 
customs and they had the client breathing down their neck. They 
were in the shit. 

For some strange reason Palmer thought I could sort it out. 
Perhaps it was because I’d spouted off about Spain in the pub, 
kidding them I could get by in Spanish, something that none of 
them could verify. The reality was my linguistic skills were closer 
to la playa, dos cafes, la cuenta por favor,  if you see what I mean.

I’d picked that up a couple of years before, on the Costa Brava. 
My last decent holiday abroad, with Carol. 

So it was like that I found myself on a flight to Las Palmas. It 
was the second week in January and cold enough to freeze the balls 
off a brass monkey when I left London.

Carol was really pissed off. I’d told her I’d be gone a week or ten 
days. It was not so much the idea of my being away, but the thought 
I’d be having a good time. Then when I unwittingly mentioned the 
temperature would be in the seventies she went ape shit. 

I quickly clammed up.
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I took the train from Victoria to Gatwick. That was where BUA, 
British United Airways, was based. The weather was cold, damp 
and shitty and I couldn’t have been happier at the prospect of 
getting away from London.

The plane, a VC-10, must have been just a few months old. 
Destination Rio with stops in Lisbon and Las Palmas, where I later 
learnt they refuelled for the South Atlantic crossing. 

Not only was it was my first ‘long distance’ flight, it was first 
time I’d ever flown in a jet. The plane huge and far from full. I had 
a whole row of seats to myself. Once we reached our cruising 
altitude a hostess appeared, a real knockout, with a meal on a tray. 
The whole works.

I hesitated. I mean I’d never travelled in such style before. 
Naturally I didn’t want to look like a bloke I worked with. He’d 
asked for a carton of cigarettes on a London to Edinburgh flight. 
Silly fuck thought everything on planes was duty free. We took it 
out of him unmercifully for weeks.

Luckily the hostess sussed me out. She whispered everything 
was included, there was nothing to pay, on top of that drinks were 
free. Funny, she probably younger than me. I relaxed and enjoyed 
the meal with a couple or more glasses of red wine.

During the flight, I spent a lot of time studying at the BUA route 
map. I was surprised to see the Canary Islands were situated off the 
coast of Africa, Spanish Sahara to be exact. It really set my 
imagination going.

The biggest island was Gran Canaria, and the capital Las Palmas, 
that’s where the hotel was.

About an hour and a half later the pilot announced we would not 
be stopping in Lisbon, their were no passengers leaving and no 
passengers joining the flight.

It was late in the evening when I disembarked at Gando 
International Airport, ten miles from Las Palmas, an hour ahead of 
schedule. I was met by John Buick, our site manager. Luckily he’d 
arrived early otherwise I’d have been in the shit from the start.
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It took the taxi about twenty minutes to reach the hotel, La Reina 
Isabel. It was class, already opened and fully booked. 

Buick was about thirty. He was chuffed to discover I was not 
some old sod from the office. As soon as I checked into the room, 
much better than Palamos, we headed for the bar where he filled me 
in on the problems.

The next morning he showed me around. A quick look at the 
installation that was missing the fans. Then that over, the hotel’s 
surroundings. It was fantastic. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and 
temperature was already around seventy. He told me the hotel was 
the newest and the best in Las Palmas. It overlooked Playa de Las 
Canteras and the bay lined with palm trees.

The only thing that seemed odd was the sand, it was not yellow it 
was a dirty grey. Volcanic Buick told me.

The hotel was a joint-venture with a promoter, catering for BUA 
travellers. Some were holiday makers, others were on stopovers 
before continuing their journey to South America, or taking 
connecting flights to Africa.

The only things missing for the official completion were the 
ventilation fans for the standby generators, necessary in the event of 
power failure, something that happened fairly frequently on the 
island it seemed. The fans lay in their crates in the port, blocked for 
some unexplained problem by the Spanish customs. 

After breakfast we set off for Puerto de la Luz, about fifteen 
minutes from the hotel on foot.

January was the height of the tourist season and the temperature 
seemed tropical after London. It was fantastic to be outside and feel 
the warm air on my face, an indescribable improvement compared 
to the winter gloom of my office on Chancery Lane. 

The euphoria vanished when we arrived in the port area. It was 
anything other than its name suggests. We passed a herd of fucking, 
would you believe it, goats, grubbing in piles of filthy rubbish.

The place stunk. It looked like something out of that film with 
Michèle Morgan I’d seen with Carol on one of our intellectual 
outings, ‘The Proud and the Beautiful’, set in Mexico, in stinking 
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hot hole with rubbish strewn streets. Though there were no 
mariachis Puerto de la Luz. 

There was not much going on in the port. Buick showed me the 
crates containing the fans, parked behind a high wire fence. 

We went to the customs office.
I cleared my throat.
‘Hola, buenos días.’
‘Buenos días,’ they replied looking suspiciously at Buick, who 

was not unknown to them.
I presented the papers I’d brought with me to the customs 

officials. Invoices. Shipping bills. 
One of the moustachioed bandidos, dressed in a dark green 

uniform, shrugged, shook his head, then shot off a stream of 
Spanish.

I couldn’t understand a fucking word, which didn’t come as a 
surprise 

I insisted by pointing at the papers. 
More Spanish.
I very vaguely understood the papers had to be in Spanish.
Finally it was a stalemate and we returned to the hotel.
After lunch with nothing else better to do Buick suggested a 

siesta, sunning ourselves by the hotel’s roof top pool.
As we crossed the lounge bar, me in my swimming togs, a towel 

over my arm and as white as an aspirin, the hotel director appeared.
Buick stopped and introduced me as a manager from head office 

who had come to solve the problem of the fans.
I really felt like a real silly cunt standing almost bollock naked in 

the lounge bar.  What an introduction. I could have kicked Buick’s 
fucking balls in.

I don’t have to tell you what it did to my credibility.
We settled into a daily routine.
After checking the progress of the work in the hotel basement, 

where electricians waiting for the fans were making desultory 
adjustments, we walked over to the port.
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Talk about a goon show. Ten minutes of mutually 
incomprehensible dialogue and a lot of shrugging of shoulders.

Back to the hotel for lunch in the coffee shop. Then the beach. 
Towards six we headed for a cosy English pub style bar, in one of 
the narrow side streets, run by a London couple couple where we 
had a pint or two.

A week passed.
BUA aircrews were changed at Las Palmas. They had a forty 

eight hour layover in the Astoria, a hotel five minutes on foot from 
La Reina Isabel. There they relaxed spending their time by the hotel 
pool and in the lounge bar where they could drink for free.

The Astoria’s bar had become one of Buick’s regular after dinner 
haunts. He chatted up the air hostesses at the bar, where by merely 
pronouncing the word ‘buah’, for BUA, the drinks went on the 
airline’s tab. 

It was great, it seemed as if there was a party every evening. A 
birthday, meeting up with friends they’d they met on other routes, 
exchanging company news and travellers tales, or simply letting off 
steam.

I suspected they were relieved to have made it across the vast 
South Atlantic Ocean, four thousand miles, one hop in a VC-10.

Another week passed.
The aircrews were a race apart, the elite. There were only two 

BUA flights a week to Rio from London. They were free to do as 
they pleased during their layover. It seemed their only obligation 
was to report on time for their transfer bus, sober and well turned 
out, for the next leg on their route.

I soon got the hang of it. Every evening, once everybody had got 
suitably stoned, the party ended up in one of the rooms. Snogging, 
groping and fucking. It was one long party.

As usual, like all good things, it came to an end.
After nearly three weeks I returned to London.
Naturally I’d got a fantastic tan. 
Carol was muy pissed off. 
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With a little help from the hotel management I’d got the 
documents translated and the fans were delivered at the hotel ready 
for installation under Buick’s instructions.  I very much regretted 
having to leaving leave the lucky sod who probably ended up 
shagging himself to death.

Phil Palmer was pleased.
That was eight months ago. 
The trouble was I’d had discovered what I was missing. 
I was envious of those well-off bastards I seen on holiday in Las 

Palmas, fucks like Taunton or Bill Manston, enjoying themselves 
while us slaves slaved.

8 Upminster

I had difficulty in getting used to the District Line again.
Back in the office there was the regular cycle of events, the 

arrival of newcomers sparked little interest, but whenever someone 
quit the firm we headed over to the Blue at five thirty on the nail. 
Better still was a stag night. It was like that I ended up in Tiffany’s 
on Shaftesbury Avenue.

Now, as the train rattled past the dismal polluted wasteland 
between Elm Part and Dagenham, dreaming of beaches and palm 
trees, a dark cloud descended on me. Everywhere I turned there 
seemed to be a bill to be paid and the thought of returning to the 
empty flat in Upminster in the evening sent me deeper into the 
gloom.

I don’t know why we'd bought the flat in the first place. All I 
remembered was it seemed like the thing to do at the time. That is 
for a young married couple setting themselves up in the world.

Now I saw it for what it was, a prison, and a dreary hole for a 
newly single bloke.

Ten percent down and a mortgage. To make things worse there 
were was also a second loan, which was strictly speaking verboten 
by the building society. But the mortgage loan had not been enough.
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My total earnings at Cavendish Square, at the time I applied for 
the mortgage, included my salary plus an annual bonus. But the 
firm refused to confirm my total earnings on the application form.

It was that lousy bastard Sands, the engineering firm’s director. 
‘Shifty whispering’ they called him. I mean what difference would 
it have made to him to add my annual bonus to my salary, the bonus 
system had been operating for yonks.

Sands tried to tell me that even if my salary was not as much as 
elsewhere, I had a job for life and could count on the firm.

You’ve got to be joking, I would have liked to reply, but I didn’t 
want to get kicked out on my arse.

The trouble was I was getting married tout de suit, which meant 
everything I earned would be spent just as quickly in keeping up in 
the rat race.

So I ended up taking a second loan. The estate agent set it up for 
me. Some kind of a dodgy finance company in Romford, with an 
extortionate interest rate. They’d have probably broken my fingers 
if I hadn’t keep up the instalments. 

Luckily that’s paid up.
That stupid fucker Sands was really out of touch. I mean I was 

better qualified than he’d ever been. On top of that I realised the 
bastards had been paying me slaves wages. Flipping through the 
jobs ads in The Daily Telegraph I saw there were plenty of other 
opportunities around, especially with my training. 

Pronto I quit the firm. 
Now I wanted to move back to town. That’s where everything is 

happening, Up West as suburban creeps call it, not at the distant end 
of the District Line in the arsehole of Essex.

At the end of August I called in an estate agent and put the place 
on the market. The only positive thing was the property prices had 
gone up which would cover the cost of the divorce.
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9 B&B

My parents were quietly pissed off with me for having got 
married two years earlier. Nothing to do with Carol. It was just that 
we were too young.

They’d warned me. They were right.
They owned a Bed and Breakfast at the Buckingham Palace 

Road end of St George’s Drive in Pimlico. They let out a dozen 
rooms to holiday makers and travelling salesmen, depending on the 
season, coming or going between Victoria Bus Station and Victoria 
Railway Station.

They lived on the garden level at the back of the house. My room 
had also been at the back, on the ground floor.

The B&B rooms were fairly small, nothing fancy, and English 
breakfast was included, downstairs in the basement dining room. 
Ten quid a night, or something like that.

My dad had another job, he was the maintenance manager at the 
Mayfair Hotel on Berkeley Square. It was a good job with a 
glorified title. He and his team carried out routine repairs on things 
like plumbing, electricity, kitchens and for the housekeeping 
department.

The Grange, as the family B&B was called, didn’t warrant his all 
the time. I mean he was there in the evenings, nights and weekends, 
in case something went wrong.

I wanted nothing to do with all that stuff, cleaning up after 
strangers and making their breakfast.

I’d grown up in Pimlico. It was a good place. Near the West End, 
and had a good job with a future. Though I’m not at all sure about 
all that now.

After nearly nine years experience under my belt with my 
qualifications I was set up for a career in engineering. It had been 
hard work, but it was worth it. So I had been led to believe.

In theory I should have been able to lay back, cruise along, 
eventually becoming a manager in a decent engineering firm, then a 
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director. But that was years off and I couldn’t see myself living the 
rest of my life in Pimlico.

Anyway, I couldn’t, and wouldn’t, move back to the Grange. I’d 
never liked going backwards. In any case my den had been 
transformed into another B&B room.

I never let on to my mum I’d rented a place in Islington, or that 
I’d shacked up with Elsa. But she obviously suspected something 
was wrong, but she’d been busy with the B&B during the summer, 
the high season and all that.

I was feeling rebellious. I’d vote for Wilson next month, even if I 
wasn’t really a Labour man. But he was young, the youngest PM 
since Queen Victoria’s days. A few years back Harold Macmillan 
had told us we’d never had it so good, now it seemed to me like 
things were going down hill with Douglas Home.

10 Pimlico

I’d kept quiet about the divorce in the office, it didn't look good, 
a bit like like having the clap. A couple of years before, in my 
previous job at Sellis, one of the blokes in the office had got 
divorced. Behind his back, we saw him like some kind of loser, as if 
there was something wrong with him. He got the message and 
immigrated to Australia.

I suppose getting married had probably more to do with getting 
away from home. Carol hadn’t really talked about having a family. 
But in the final analysis that’s what all women thought about, it 
wasn’t exactly my idea, at least not yet.

I'd grown up in Pimlico. Lived with my parents all my life. The 
time to leave home had come. It wasn’t as if I could live at the 
Grange for the rest of my life. If I wanted to be independent, have a 
decent sex life, live with Carol, then getting married was, what I 
had always been led to believe, the solution, and at the time it 
hadn’t sounded like a bad idea.

My family were Catholics, Carol's were CofE. Both were very 
conventional.
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We’d been going steady for three years. Then, when we got 
married, we were already like an old couple. The wedding to our 
mind was a must, that is to say it was a passage from one state of 
being to another, part of the rites of conformity if you like.

We had talked everything over. No children immediately, the 
kind of contraception we’d use, and the flat. We had to be home 
owners and had spent two years saving up for a down payment. 
That said, we evidently couldn’t buy a place in Pimlico, it was way 
beyond our means. We’d explored different options and we ended 
up in Upminster. Why Upminster, I can’t for the fuck of me 
remember.

We got married at our parish church on Cumberland Street, it 
wasn’t a big do, but all the family was there, from both sides. 

The only thing that went wrong was the photographer screwed 
up the photos and after we returned from our honeymoon, in 
Torquay, we had to pose again.

It wasn’t a good augur. 
The honeymoon in Torquay was nice enough. We played the 

newlyweds in the hotel. We went on a couple of outings, one of 
which was fishing for conger eels in the bay. The trouble was I’d 
never been a good sailor. The boat was small and after dropping 
anchor we spent an hour bobbing on the waves.

I vomited the cherry trifle I eaten at lunchtime into the sea. The 
other trippers whined I’d ruined their outing. Put the fish off biting.

We returned to the hotel where still feeling ill I stayed in the 
room for the rest of the afternoon. Carol went shopping for 
souvenirs.

That now seems very far away.
It wasn’t long before I started feeling footloose, that’s to say I 

was wasn’t ready for marriage, at least not yet. With our three year 
engagement, two years matrimonial bliss, as they called it, I wanted 
to have some fun.

At first we went all night bowling, Southend on Sea, Saturday 
evenings. I mean what else could you do in Upminster. The novelty 
soon wore off. 
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Then we had a few Saturday night meals out with another 
couple. It felt like big time, in restaurant somewhere near Epping, 
eating whilst a band played. It was the kind of place we imagined 
East End gangsters like the Kray twins went.

But something else was gnawing at me. I knew I couldn’t stick 
that kind of routine for another forty years or more. I looked at my 
mum and dad. They’d built up their B&B, bought it for next to 
nothing just after the war, six hundred quid, it was worth over ten or 
twenty times that now.

I mean what were they saving for? They had more than enough.
I suppose they were no longer very young, got old building up 

their future. Now it was too late to enjoy themselves.
They’d had me late.
Now they were thinking about retirement. Buying a bungalow on 

the South Coast, somewhere near Bournemouth. They’d never been 
very adventurous. A couple of trips to the continent. Amsterdam 
and Paris. Mum loved loved the tulips. Dad liked Paris. 

Nice places, but they preferred going home. That meant to 
Ireland.

Retiring to Bournemouth. I’ve never figured out what attracts old 
people to fucking Bournemouth.

My mates pulled my leg about me getting married, but weren’t 
they doing the same thing? My best friend Gord had got hooked up 
a year before me. Living in a dingy flat near Notting Hill Gate, 
already had a sprog. Their place stunk of baby milk, baby shit and 
wet nappies.

Carol and myself didn’t want that, we had other plans. 
The older blokes in the office, the engineers, were all home 

owners with mortgages. It seemed like the thing to do. I didn’t 
realise it was why they ate sandwiches at their desks at lunch time. 

Luckily we didn't have a kid, so we could both go our own ways.
At least I had a good job, earning enough money. I just needed to 

get organised.
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11 The Washington

At the end of August I spoke to my mum. Told her I was selling 
the flat. Funny she seemed relieved. Then she talked about a 
property for sale on Warwick Way, near the corner with Belgrave 
Road. Said it would make a nice B&B, hinting they’d help me with 
it if I wanted to go in for that.

I said I’d think about it. I mean it was a cash business and there 
were more and more tourists coming to London. In the meantime I 
had my hands full with my job.

That Tuesday morning I arrived at the Washington Hotel on 
Curzon Street early. A large air-conditioning plant was to be hoisted 
onto the hotel's roof, six floors up, and we’d hired a huge mobile 
crane to do the job. The street was to be blocked off by the police as 
the load to be lifted weighed more than a couple of tons and 
measured fifteen feet by seven. On the roof a steel platform had 
been built to take the plant.

The trouble was I didn’t know whether the manoeuvre was 
feasible or not. If it didn’t work out, or worse still if the fucking 
thing fell down six floors, I’d be in very deep shit, as would be 
Taunton & Sons and the architects as well as.

When I arrived I was startled by the size the of the operation. It’s 
no exaggeration to say I was quite literally near to crapping myself. 

The first attempt to lift the air-conditioner, on a small side street 
next to the hotel, was aborted. We then tried a second lift on Curzon 
Street. The problem was a parapet and the angle of the boom. 

I held my breath as the plant hung suspended over the street one 
hundred feet up in the air. A moment later it disappeared from view, 
over the roof.

The crane operator gave me the thumbs up and I ducked into the 
hotel, took the lift to the sixth floor, and out onto the roof by a 
service stairs. There our site manager was supervising the final 
adjustments to position the unit as it was lowered into its place on 
the steel platform.
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Inside I heaved an enormous sigh of relief, outside I approved 
with an arrogant ‘I told you so’ look.

The hotel manager who feared for his hotel smiled, he wasn’t 
fooled, but we knew I’d won my bet. 

The worst thing about it all was during the six weeks installation 
period of the whole system, the hotel had continued to function with 
considerable risk for the safety of its guests and staff.

As I left the Washington, I caught a glimpse of my dad. He’d 
been watching the show from the street corner next to the Mayfair.

I headed for Berkeley Square then up to Bond Street tube station 
congratulating myself on the successful operation.

The truth is it was more by luck than judgement. I’d escaped 
disaster by the skin of my teeth, thanks to our subcontractor’s site 
manager who knew his business.

That worry past, I was confronted with my own personal 
dilemma. There had to be some other alternative. But what could I 
do. How could I get out of this rat race.

I’d spent the last eight or nine years of my life training to 
become an engineer and was now an associate member of the 
Institute of Heating and Ventilating Engineers. More importantly, 
earning more at twenty six than all those wankers with their over 
bloated university degrees and no experience.

12 Crappers

I had been hired by Tauntons because not only did I know how 
to design air-conditioning systems and manage contracts, I also 
knew how to sell them, and that was what interested Bill Manston, 
whose job was to find new growth business for Tauntons.

Blokes like me were few and far between, a rare breed if you 
like, as air-conditioning was fast becoming the thing in London’s 
thriving building services industry.

Tauntons & Sons had been founded a couple of hundred ago. 
The firm was not only famous for building one of the first iron 
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bridges, somewhere near Bristol around 1800, but also for making a 
mark on nineteenth century technology in sanitary engineering 
when it introduced its version of Thomas Crapper’s crapper, flush 
toilet that is.

Nigel Taunton’s grandfather had transformed the family business 
with his invention the Taunton ‘Trap and Closet’, an improved 
crapper, which he flogged across the British Empire, winning the 
Highest Award at the Melbourne Exhibition in 1881. Taunton’s 
crappers were installed at the Imperial Hotel in Vienna, a 
Maharajah's Palace in India and to top it all Windsor Castle and 
Buckingham Palace.

Tauntons’ company brochure noted Queen Victoria was opposed 
to such inventions, but the enigmatic John Brown, the Queen’s 
confident, persuaded her otherwise, explaining her example would 
be of great benefit to the health and hygiene of the nation.

In those days, it seemed British travellers complained of the 
awful state of sanitary conditions in European hotels and British 
sanitary engineers were in much demand. Even the Khedive of 
Egypt asked the Tauntons to fit his villa on the Bosphorus with a 
Taunton ‘Trap and Closet’ crapper.

It seems strange to think that Thomas Crapper had made a 
fortune with his contraption. It confirms the old saying ‘where 
there’s muck there’s brass’.

All I had to do was to come up with something like that.
With the passing of Nigel Taunton’s grandfather, the business 

started to decline, in spite of a number of recent successes, 
including a couple of landmark buildings in London and a famous 
theatre in Puddle Dock.

Those glorious days were long past and Tauntons’ sole overseas 
contracts were in Nigeria, where the company was rumoured to be 
losing money hand over fist thanks to Nigel’s dissolute 
management.

An earlier attempt to get into the ventilation business had gone 
belly up. That’s where I came in. Saviour of Tauntons’ crapping 
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and sewage business. Air-conditioning was the future and it was in 
my hands.

Their choice of yours truly was not one of economy, I mean the 
lowest salary. I knew of at least two of the other candidates, one of 
them was a bloke I worked with, the one who’d emigrated to 
Australia after, he’d asked for the same salary as me.

Buildings services had come a long way since Tauntons’ 
abortive foray. Now architects, on top of hot water, plumbing and 
general ventilation, wanted air-conditioning, which explains why 
they’d decided to hire a young man with the know-how to help their 
struggling business. 

The previous October, Harold ‘you’ve never had it so good’ 
MacMillan, our Prime Minister, had resigned for health reasons, 
leaving Britain’s economy in glowing form. Over the last eighteen 
months it had grown almost ten percent.

Confidence was high and I’d made my second change of job in 
three years, doubling my salary in the process.

In eighteen months at Tauntons I’d brought in new business, 
including the air-conditioning for the Washington Hotel in Mayfair 
and the Qantas Airlines office on Piccadilly, as well as several large 
new C&A fashion stores.

I hired Mike Hawes from Cavendish Square as my assistant and 
things were looking up. We had a free hand to do almost anything 
we wanted as far as customer proposals were concerned. It was 
virtually a new field and there was nobody at Tauntons could 
seriously question our designs.

We engineered the systems and subcontracted the different parts 
of our air-conditioning plants to various suppliers and 
subcontractors, without interference from Bill Manston, or Phil 
Palmer. Palmer, who was Tauntons’ technical director, knew sod all 
about our end of the business, and in any case he was too busy 
pissing it up at the Blue.
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13 A Congress

I hated the stinking ear shattering tube, but at least I’d missed a 
heavy shower during the ten minutes on the Central Line between 
Bond Street and High Holborn.

The pavement was still wet when I emerged from the rat hole 
onto Kingsway. It was hot and sticky as I turned into Lincolns Inn 
Fields towards the office.

Mike and myself had our offices in an annexe behind Chancery 
Lane, safely away from the prying eyes of Manston and Palmer. I 
was in a bit of a sweat when I arrived. Roy Jones, a representative, 
waiting for me.

Roy was the sales manager at one of our suppliers, a Belgian 
company, Van den Bosch. They had an aggressive sales pitch, but 
their equipment was good. Its ventilation grilles were aesthetically 
pleasing, modern. They went down well with our clients’ architects.  

I hadn’t been expecting him, but his unannounced presence 
would keep my dismal thoughts at bay.

The euphoria of having avoided a general fuck-up at the 
Washington was wearing off and the gloom that had been hanging 
over me at the prospect of the weeks ahead had returned.

That morning just as I left the flat the postman had given me a 
couple of letters. I was in a hurry and hadn't bother to open them 
until I was on the underground.

One was a bill, the second was a letter from Carol’s solicitor 
announcing the divorce proceedings and asking for maintenance 
payments of a hundred pounds a month. That was half of my 
fucking salary.

I'd almost forgotten about it on Curzon Street, what with the 
stress and all that, but on the tube from Bond Street the implications 
had finally hit me.

I was a good customer of Roy's. I got on with him well and he 
often invited me lunch, especially after we’d order his equipment 
for our C&A installations, though that didn’t influence my choice.
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I offered him a coffee, Nescafé. He declined, I didn’t blame him. 
Besides it was late in the morning, instead he suggested we grab a 
bite to eat in one of the nearby pubs.

I accepted, but not the Blue, I didn’t want to run into Bill 
Manston and the gang from the fourth floor.

We opted for The Inn of Court on High Holborn where we had a 
pint and ordered Shepherds Pie.

‘Cheers’, he lifted his glass. ‘How would you like a few days in 
Brussels Pat?’

‘Brussels?’
‘We’re hosting a congress there.’
‘A congress?’ I said, thinking big deal in my depressed mood.
‘Yes, a three day congress of engineers and manufacturers, the 

Second Europair Congress, sponsored by us. There’ll be a 
conference and exhibition at the Martini Centre in Brussels.’

‘When?’ I asked, as if it interested me.
‘In a couple of weeks, the second in September.’
I said nothing, what they were doing on the continent was of 

little or no interest to me.
‘Were bringing a British delegation. All costs paid.’ 
‘Oh.’
‘Would you like to join us?’
It took a few seconds for the information to sink in.
‘Brussels, all paid?’
‘Yes.’
‘How long?’
‘Four days, three nights.’
I hesitated. Four days away from London all paid was tempting. 

The trouble was if anybody was going to go it would be Bill 
Manston. It would need thinking about.

‘When do you need to know?’
‘As soon as possible.’
I returned to the office thinking about Roy's offer. Bill Manston 

was still at the Blue. As for myself I had an up to date passport and 
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there was nothing to prevent me from going to Brussels, providing 
none of the others on the fourth floor wanted to go.

It was nearly four when I wandered upstairs. Through the glass 
partition I saw Harry Brown, the contracts manager, back in his 
office, a cigarette in his mouth, looking in a good mood. 

The door was half open and I knocked lightly and poked my 
head in.

'Pat, come in Pat, what's new at the Washington.'
'Everything’s fine. The air-conditioning plant is on the roof.'
'Good lad. We can send the next invoice.' 
It was not a question.
I nodded.
'Harry, I was talking to Roy Jones, you know, from Van den 

Bosch...'
'The fan supplier?'
'Yes fans and grilles. They're having an exhibition in Brussels 

and invited me.'
'Who's paying.'
'They are.'
He asked me when and for how long. I told him.
‘Well if it doesn’t take up more than two or three days, it 

shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll talk to Bill about it.
It wasn’t a yes, it wasn’t a no.
At least I didn’t have to ask Carol about that. She’d have 

immediately asked if I had to pay something. Women always put 
the fucking kibosh on things.

The next morning Bill Manston appeared at the door of my 
office.

‘Pat, Harry tells me you’re going to Brussels,’ he said non-
committally.

‘Yes.’ I replied casually.
‘Who else is going.’
I trotted out the names of a couple of competitors and 

contractors.
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‘Hmm. Any of our customers?’ 
I added the names of the Washington and Qantas architects, both 

my contacts.
‘Well try to get some business leads. I’m busy that week. Port 

Harcourt, an important meeting with the Ministry of Works.’
The company had a long established branch in Nigeria where it 

had built up a business of drainage contracts over the years with the 
British government. Ports, infrastructure and that kind of thing in 
West Africa.

‘Send me a note when you come back, contacts and things like 
that.’

He then turned and left. He would have liked to go, but he like 
the other directors wouldn’t miss a trip to Port Harcourt, a chance to 
booze with their cronies, sun themselves and run up a packet of 
expenses.

I grabbed the phone and called Roy Jones to tell him I was in.

14 A Delegation 

A couple of weeks later I took the District Line to Gloucester 
Road with my holdall and walked to the West London Air Terminal 
on Cromwell Road. It didn’t take long to spot Roy already in action 
directing the participants to the BEA check-in desk as they arrived.

Van den Bosch wasn’t doing things by half. They’d booked a 
special BEA flight for the British delegation, as they called it.

Once checked-in we were pointed to the terminal forecourt 
where a BEA double-decker bus with a baggage trailer was waiting 
to take us through the roadworks and traffic jams to London 
Airport.

Most of the crowd were in their forties or fifties, all were in a 
jovial mood, looking forward to their four days beano in Brussels. 
They were as excited as fourteen year olds at the thought of getting 
away from their humdrum existence.
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In my eyes they were a fairly nondescript lot, the kind I didn’t 
want to become. Mostly office suburban bods who read the Daily 
Telegraph on the train up from Surbiton in the mornings.

I quickly divvied them up into three groups.
There were director types who reminded me of Phil Palmer, an 

ex-army type with a thin nicotine stained moustache, who I would 
carefully avoid.

Office bods in shiny suits, who lived on tight budgets and ate 
sandwiches at their desks at lunch time, reading a technical journal, 
like Harry Brown.

Then came those who were vaguely with it, which meant like 
me. That is to say my age, my style of dress, who would have my 
interests, starting with dancing and birds.

For the moment I’d only seen one of the latter; it was logical, 
few blokes of my age had a job like mine.

I quickly latched on to Ian Mills, who was surprised, but pleased 
to see another young guy in the crowd. He was wearing a light grey 
suit, cut in a lightweight cloth with a vague slight silver lustre to it. 
A three button fairly close fitting Mod-jacket with the slim trousers, 
not too, without turn-ups, a white shirt, a narrow sober tie and black 
well buffed shoes.

I had my own style, a cool Sean Connery image. A clean cut 
made to measure suit. It was in an expensive light grey fine herring 
bone cloth, jacket two buttons, a not too long bum flap, side pocket 
flaps, the trousers with two slender pleats on either front side and 
narrow turn-ups, and my well polished black wingtip vaguely 
American Church shoes, expensive, not the kind of shoes anybody 
wore. My shirt was a Cecil Gee cream button down, and the tie, also 
from Cecil Gee’s, not too thin with discreet dark blue and deep red 
diagonal stripes in the latest lightweight non-wrinkle fabric.

I had been a customer of Cecil Gee on Shaftesbury Avenue for 
years. Gee Boy, as Farraboy and myself called it, was specialised in 
imported men’s wear, which meant mostly East Coast American Ivy 
League fashions, of the kind Cary Grant wore in films like Charade, 
or Sean Connery in From Russia with Love.
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Ian and myself both had our hair cut in toned down Mod style, 
mine more so than his, Flemming’s hero never went to fashion 
extremes.

As we approached the airport we caught glimpses between the 
buildings of the Viscounts, Vanguards and Britannia turboprops 
lined up on the tarmac. The BEA bus pulled up outside the Europa 
Terminal and we piled out. 

Already checked in we were pointed directly to passport control. 
Once in the departure lounge some headed for the bar and others 
towards the broad panoramic windows for a view of the planes 
parked on the tarmac.

An outside terrace led to the roof where we could see plane 
spotters observing takeoffs and landings on the runway beyond. 

I returned to the bar where the conversation had turned to 
travellers tales. Many had not been abroad before, a cue for me to 
shoot a line about my flight to the Canaries and other tall stories. 
They were impressed. 

Our flight was called and we clambered into a bus which dropped 
us off at the steps of our plane. To my surprise it was a specially 
BEA de Havilland Comet 4B chartered exclusively for the Van den 
Bosch delegation. 

Once we were all seated and buckled-up, the plane taxied 
towards the runway with a deep rumble from its four engines 
situated between the fuselage and the wings. The captain announced 
take off and the pitch of engines increased to a deafening roar.

It was my second trip on a jet. The VC-10 had been much quieter 
with its four engines mounted on the tail section. 

I felt a twinge of unease as the Comet’s safety record ran through 
my mind. A few of them had dramatically disintegrated in mid-
flight. The nose lifted and we rose into the sky at very much steeper 
angle than the Viscounts and Vanguards I had flown in before.

In no time we were climbing above the clouds. As soon as we 
reached cruising altitude the sound of the engines dropped to a soft 
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whine. The ‘no smoking’ sign went out and everybody lit up filling 
the cabin with a fog of cigarette smoke.

The flight was short. The hostesses were hard pressed to serve us 
all with drinks and snacks.

By the time the duty free trolley appeared it was like a firm’s 
outing, lecherous older fucks ogling at the hostesses in their 
miniskirts, accompanied by some light hearted banter from us 
younger blokes.

This was the life, high above the clouds, quaffing beer, chatting, 
getting to know the others and making friends. I’d sat myself next 
to Ian Mills. He was a reporter covering the event for the Heating 
and Ventilation News, a monthly newspaper-style trade journal.

On arrival at Brussels Airport we gathered on steps before the 
Comet, posing for a group photo, holding a banner announcing 
‘Van den Bosch EUROPAIR SPECIAL’. It looked like they had 
thought of everything.

15 Brussels

It didn’t take long to arrive in Brussels city centre where we were 
dropped off at our respective hotels. I was at the Metropole Hotel, 
on place de Brouckère, in the heart of the city, within walking 
distance of the Martini Centre where the congress was being held.

You couldn’t say Metropole was a picture of modernity. My 
room was old fashioned, Victorian, or its Belgian equivalent. The 
brochure said the hotel had opened in 1890, and I can guarantee it 
looked like it. It was stuffy with its wood panelling, polished teak, 
marble and gilded bronzes, though I was pleased to discover 
Einstein and Marie Curie had stayed there. A story to tell the birds 
back home, providing they knew who Marie Curie was. 

Roy Jones handed out the Van den Bosch programme. It seemed 
no expenses were spared, hotels, cocktail parties, lunches, and a 
gala dinner at the Château du Karreveld in Molenbeek-Saint-Jean, a 
short distance from the centre of Brussels we were informed. On top 
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of all that was a visit to the Atomium or an outing to Antwerp with 
a boat trip thrown in. The choice was ours.

It was true, it would have been a waste of time for Tauntons’ 
management, a waste of drinking time. As I mentioned, Nigel 
Taunton and his two hoppos, Bill Manston and Phil Palmer, spent 
most of the day in The Blue Anchor on Chancery Lane getting 
blind.

As soon as we dropped off our bags in the rooms we headed for 
the Martini Centre, five minute’s from the hotel along boulevard 
Adolphe Max. We were gob smacked when the it came into view.

It was a skyscraper.
How the fuck did they build a real skyscraper in Belgium? An 

insignificantly small country compared to us.
In truth it was not unlike Centre Point in London, situated on the 

corner of Oxford Street and Charing Cross Road. The difference 
being the Martini Centre was a hive of activity whilst Harry Hyams’ 
Centre Point was still looking for a taker, some kind of financial 
scandal according to the papers.

The Martini Centre, which was hosting the congress and 
exhibition, owed its name to the giant billboard standing on its roof, 
more than one hundred metres above the city, advertising the 
famous aperitif. 

The tower, the real name of which was Centre International 
Rogier, had been been built eight years earlier for the World 
Exposition of 1958. 

It was the second time I’d been dismayed to discover that 
London was neither the centre of the world nor a leader in 
architectural progress. The first time had been in Milan in 1958, on 
the way back from Rimini with my mates, when we’d been amazed 
by the Pirelli Building. 

The funny thing was how we’d been in denial. We’d twisted and 
turned our arguments to explain how Milan could build a New York 
style skyscraper when London had nothing comparable.

As they say travel opens your eyes.
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I was just as amazed to discover how much money a firm like 
Van de Bosch could splash out on the promotion of its fairly run of 
the mill products. Over the following three days we were 
chaperoned, at their cost, in coaches from one place to another, the 
crowning event would be a dinner in the Château du Karreveld 
hosted by the Mayor of Brussels. 

The congress took place on the mezzanine level and consisted of 
a forum held an auditorium, where with technical papers presented 
to engineers on the latest developments in the industry, and an 
equipment exhibition in an adjacent hall. 

By this time we had already sorted ourselves into groups of 
different affinities. There were the manager types who were intent 
on discovering new products, the engineers who headed for the 
technical forum, and those who were there for the beer.

I, for the moment, was watching. I had not yet decided how to 
get the best out of the trip, trying to avoid those present who had 
any possible ties with Tauntons’ gang.

At six we headed up to the twenty ninth floor where a welcome 
reception was being given. As I stood admiring the fantastic 
panoramic view over Brussels, Ian Mills wandered over with 
another bloke.

‘Pat. This is Peter French from Oscar Myers and Partners. Peter 
this is Patrick Wolfe.’

Nothing like being formal.
‘Pat,’ I said.
‘Nice to meet you,’ said French, who had a bit of an 

unconventional look about him.
French was a partner at Oscar Meyers, a firm of architects near 

Baker Street. I knew them by reputation, though I’d never had any 
business dealings with them. They worked on medium sized 
projects and were good to know. 

‘Let’s get something to drink,’ Ian said pointing to the bar.
There was huge choice of drinks and a fantastic buffet.
I opted for a gin and tonic and the others Whiskies, then we 

tucked into the grub.
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We were introduced to the President of Van de Bosch. He shook 
hands with each of us and welcomed us to the conference.

‘Your from...’ he asked me peering at my badge. ‘Ah, Tauntons 
London. ‘Do you speak French?’

‘Un petit peu,’ I replied. 
He beamed and we all laughed and thought nothing more of it.
I’d done five years of French at school. Got a GCE, which was 

of course no reference. But my holidays on the continent had 
stimulated my interest in learning more. 

I’d even bought a copy of Alphonse Daudet’s ‘Tartarin de 
Tarascon’, at a bookshop sale in Upminster, which, I have to admit, 
was very heavy going. Upminster as well.

My accent is lousy. What else could you expect. But what I knew 
helped me to read menus and order drinks.

Peter French was about in his late thirties, definitely a little bit 
bohemian, as would be expected of an architect. After drinking and 
chatting for about an hour he started to get restless.

Me too. It was becoming a drag.
We couldn’t wait to get out to see Brussels. Escape from our 

guards, who wouldn’t miss us, the place was packed. Ian declined 
our invitation, he had Van de Bosch's organisers after him for an 
interview with one of their clients.

So with Peter French, my new friend, an architect from a well-
known London firm, we ducked out as the hubbub increased and the 
guests concentrated their attention on the generous quantities of free 
booze at their disposal.

If anybody asked me I could always feign fatigue.
Once outside, we headed in the direction of the hotel. There we 

picked up a city map. Then, after a beer in one of the cafés on 
boulevard Anspach, we got our bearings and set off to discover 
night life in Brussels.
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I soon realised Peter already had an idea in his head. It was more 
than an idea I soon learned. A fixation. He wanted to see the red 
light district, but needed company. 

My experience in that kind of thing was limited to a few strip 
clubs in Soho with the lads. I didn’t feel like getting worked over by 
the local touts in a foreign country, especially if they were anything 
like those I had seen at home. 

It was five minutes before Peter spotted a dodgy looking area 
with sex shops and flashing neon lights, rue du Cirque, between 
boulevard Anspach and boulevard Adolphe Max, beckoning lonely 
blokes in rain coats.

We didn’t have our raincoats, so I figured we could give it a 
miss. Peter had other ideas and though it took a bit of an effort, I 
managed to drag him away, promising we’d take a gander the next 
day, once we’d found our way around the town.

Of course I wasn’t past taking a peek into a strip joint or two, or 
something like that, but whoring wasn’t my thing. I didn’t want to 
get clipped or go home with a dose of the clap.

‘Let’s start with the Grand-Place,’ I said looking at the city map.
Continuing along Boulevard Anspach, past La Monnaie, we 

headed in the general direction of Grand-Place, which seemed to be 
where it all happened in Brussels.

In the side streets next to the Grand-Place, we set off on a pub 
crawl. After starting with Stella Artois, we moved on to testing a 
whole variety of Belgian beers. 

Peter ogled every girl we passed. Then, encouraged by the 
effects of the strong beer, he tried to chat up a couple of the birds in 
one of the bars. To my surprise he could speak quite good French. 
At least it sounded good. Not that it made any difference, they 
practically ignored him.

For the moment I watched.
Next, we tried a jazz club where we sat at a table and drank more 

beer. Jazz was in. Charles Mingus and Chet Baker.
During the pause Peter made another sortie and tried chatting to 

four girls dressed in mini skirts, boots and bouffant hair styles at a 
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table near us. He didn’t get anywhere, though he managed to get the 
name of a place where we could dance.

The music started again.
It was impossible to talk and in any case the girls were obviously 

jazz fans, interested in listening to the music, or by the musicians.
It was not our idea of fun, so we tried our luck in another club. 

They played Rolling Stones hits and the Beatles latest, ‘A Hard 
Day’s Night’, which looked like it would be if I listened to Peter.

With all the beer inside him he was rutting, wanted to get his end 
away.

We staggered back in the direction of hotel late in the night 
eating chips, Belgian style, that is, with mayonnaise and ketchup.

16 La Panthere Rose

As we approached the Metropole, Peter suddenly declared he 
was going to take a shufti at the joints we’d seen on the side streets, 
across the road the hotel.

I said no, but he insisted.
Five minutes later, on rue du Cirque, we’d dumped the greasy 

chips and were sizing up what looked like seriously dodgy clip 
joints to me, which didn’t deter him in the least.

I didn’t have the money for that kind of thing. If things went 
arse-up we could end up with a going over by their bouncers.

A doorman, dressed in a ludicrous uniform, beckoned us.
It was a dive called La Panthère Rose.
‘Des jolies filles,’ the ring master promised pointing inside. 
I lurched after Peter into the foetid joint.
They seated us in a velvet corner trap, it stunk of cheap perfume 

and booze. Peter waved away the Champagne. Beer, he insisted 
loudly. A couple of girls appeared. Short-short dresses.  Plunging 
necklines. Made-up for a ball. 
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I suppose they weren’t that bad looking. Perhaps it was all the 
booze I’d knocked back. But there was no mistaking it, they were 
tarts. I’d seen a few of them, from a distance, in Soho.

I wasn’t about to let myself be pulled in. I could drag a bird 
whenever I wanted. Peter could do what he wanted to, and he did. A 
few moments later he disappeared behind a curtain with one of the 
tarts.

I cut out. Found my way back to the hotel a couple of blocks 
away.

I didn’t feel so cheerful at breakfast the next morning, but Peter 
was looking perky. He’d obviously got what he wanted.

‘Don’t let on to anyone about last night,’ he whispered to me.
‘Mums the word.’
‘Tonight we can go to a dancing club on Grand-Place,’ he said in 

a conciliatory tone. ‘Bridget told me about it last. It’s called 
Cousins.’

He was on first name terms with his tart. Normal, he’d fucked 
her.

‘Not her’s I hope.’
He sighed.
The previous night’s experience had been useful, not the clip 

joint. We could try Cousins on the Grand-Place.
Peter didn’t give two monkeys about Van de Bosch, he was a 

partner in the architects firm, the Belgians needed him more than he 
needed them, he specified their material for his clients.

He had more of the ready than than me, he obviously needed a 
drinking pal, so I had nothing to lose.

In the meantime we had a full day’s programme ahead of us. A 
visit to a factory in some dull Brussels suburb, which didn’t excite 
us much. There was no way of getting out of it.

Our group leader, an amiable hail-fellow-well-met type in his 
late fifties, from Van den Bosch’s offices in London, dragged us 
from our breakfast in the hotel restaurant for the visit. The coach 
left at ten and was already waiting outside.
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I sat next to Peter. Ian asked us about our evening. We gave him 
a toned down version of our night out. Evidently leaving out the 
seedy details. He promised to join us that evening to check out 
Cousins.

The factory was of little interest, as if we cared how they made 
their shit. 

What attracted Peter’s attention was a couple streets we passed, 
parallel to the railway line from Brussels Nord station, on the way. 
His radar locked in on a line of window fronts with lurid red and 
purple lights and suspiciously curtained windows. 

There was no mistaking what they were.
Peter’s blood pressure rocketed. He had an instant hard-on and 

lost the little interest he had in the factory visit.
After lunch they dropped us off for the congress at the Martini 

Centre. On the mezzanine level a technical forum was already in 
full swing in the auditorium.

Full swing was an exaggeration. There was an air of somnolence 
as technical papers, as dry as a teetotaller’s party, were presented to 
engineers on new developments in air-conditioning techniques. On 
the stage a panel of pompous windbags, who seemed bent on boring 
their listeners to death with their pontifications, droned on.

The afternoon’s programme was on systems in new high-rise 
office buildings. It was the trend, buildings were being built higher 
with fixed windows, it saved money and heating costs, but air-
conditioning was a must in the summer.

In the next hall the equipment exhibition was more animated as 
salesmen lavished booze on their customers and pals. Phil Palmer 
and Bill Manston would have liked that.

Ian was running around talking to people for his article in the 
Heating & Ventilating News. 

Peter had the hots.
We just about made it to the coffee break, then crept out.
Ten minutes later, with the help of our map, we found ourselves 

in a very seedy looking corner of the city, between rue Aerschot and 
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rue Brabant, behind the Brussels Nord. It was the red light district, 
or perhaps another one. 

Amongst the drab terraced town houses, brightly light windows 
and shop fronts beckoned. Lurid curtains flashed opened. Girls 
dressed in their underwear lasciviously waved to us, as fluorescent 
red and blue neon signs touted their services. 

Peter’s eyes stood out, boggling at the sight. Before I knew it 
he’d disappeared into one of the doorways.

I hung around at the next corner looking into the windows of the 
sex shops interspersed amongst small Middle Eastern looking food 
stores.

It was seedier than Soho. Less exciting, sordid.
I couldn’t figure out why he was so randy. Perhaps it was 

because he was abroad. Out of sight. I mean he could get all he 
wanted in London. Sex shows, strip joints, live shows, the whole 
thing.

Finally he reappeared.
I gave him a questioning look.
He shrugged, said it wasn’t much good, didn’t like the look of 

the place. It seemed he wanted something more than a plain fuck. 
So we headed back towards boulevard Anspach where we turned 
down a side street towards the joint Peter had been the evening 
before.

It was more like Soho, with less soul, less varied, less 
temptation. The shabby looking clubs, interspersed with dirty book 
shops, less enticing.

Peter was out of luck, the clubs were closed. Too early. 
Dejectedly he poked around in the doorways, was told to come back 
when they opened, around eight.

We checked out the bookshops, their mags even cruder than 
those back in London.
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17 Manikin Piss

With not much else to do we set off to find the Manikin Piss.
Personally I’d never heard of it though everybody talked about it 

as if it was the only thing to see in Brussels, you know, like 
Nelson’s Column or something like that.

We walked straight passed it. Then turning back, spotted a crowd 
of camera toting tourists on a street corner, standing around a small 
fountain. It was the Manikin Piss, a small bronze statue, a little boy 
pissing. 

Big deal. We couldn’t figure out what all the fuss was about.
From what I’d seen of it so far, Brussels wasn’t a patch on 

London.
Of course over the previous four years Belgium had made 

international headline news with horror stories from the ex-Belgian 
Congo. There was the sensational killing of Patrice Lumumba, the 
newly independent country’s first president. The civil war in 
Katanga, one of the Congo’s mineral rich provinces that had 
declared itself independent.

On the more glamorous side were pictures of King Baudouin and 
Queen Fabiola. Fabiola regularly made the front cover of women’s 
magazines like Vogue or Tatler.

For those of us who’d watched the Bond films, ‘From Russia 
with Love’, ‘Goldfinger’ or ‘Dr No’, we vaguely knew Belgium 
was the home of SHAPE, Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers 
Europe, headquarters of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s 
Allied Command Operations.

We’d passed NATO’s headquarters at Zaventum, near Brussels 
Airport, on our way to Van den Bosch’s factory.

It reminded us of the enemy, the Soviet Union and Nikita 
Khrushchev, who just been ousted by Leonid Brezhnev.

It vaguely titillated my imagination, as Bond’s enemies were 
always linked with Russian spies in one way or another.  

As for the factory it was strictly of no fucking interest to us at all.



56

18 Les Cousins

Grand-Place, the main square of Brussels, was a mixture of the 
West End and Westminster Abbey. There was the town hall and 
other old buildings. It was packed with parked cars.

Les Cousins was what they called a ‘dancing’. We’d been told it 
was on the first floor of La Maison du Renard.

Finding it was easier said than done. It took us some time to 
discover Maison du Renard was one of the very ornate baroque 
style buildings on la Grand-Place. Number seven it turned out,  
which had a small statue of a fox set in the stonework over 
doorway.

Peter told me Les Cousins had got its name from a film of the 
same name, produced by the French director Claude Chabrol, which 
didn’t mean anything to me. 

The Metropole’s concierge had given us a sticker from Les 
Cousins and looking at the ancient façade we recognised the club’s 
logo on a panel over the entrance. The logo had been inspired by the 
film’s star, Juliette Maynie, who played the role of Florence, a 
scheming seductress according to Peter, with red devil like tridents 
painted into the pupils of her eyes in the logo.

We made our way upstairs to the club on first floor. It was not 
big, a small dance floor surrounded by wicker tables and chairs, and 
a low stage for the band.

It was not big. I suppose it could manage about one hundred and 
fifty people at the most. There was already a decent crowd, luckily 
we’d got there early, a little later and we wouldn’t have got in.

The walls were covered with black and white paintings, which 
according to Peter, who was obviously into continental films, 
depicted scenes from Chabrol’s film. Even the overhead lights were 
in the form of tridents, some kind of devilish symbol I suppose.

Anyway, Les Cousins was already swinging as a local rock 
group, The Cousins, logical, were playing a cha-cha. ‘Fuego’, it 
seemed.

We got a table and ordered drinks. 
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It was the fifth anniversary of the club and The Cousins, who had 
become famous, were the stars of the evening. They weren’t up to 
The Stones, but who cared.

The crowd seemed to like their music, especially when they 
played a twist that sounded like ‘Kili Watch’. 

We got our drinks, knocked them back, and ordered the same 
again. 

Then they started to play the Madison. A gang of girls took over 
the floor and lining up started to show off their steps. We joined in 
and the girls, obviously out to make the most of the evening, 
smiled, and we smiled back.

They were dressed much the same as in London, but the colours 
were different, more discreet, and they danced differently, I mean 
their movements. 

Perhaps it was the foreign atmosphere, but they seemed vaguely 
more alluring than the girls back in London.

Soon I got chatting to one. She told me her name was Mylene, a 
nice looking blonde of about twenty. I tried my French on her. She 
laughed and asked me if I was English. 

‘Oui, de Londres.’
‘Tu parle bien le français.’
I was flattered.
Luckily she continued in English.
Ian and Peter joined up with her mates, Monique and Marie-

France. We bought a round of drinks and they told us they were in 
Brussels for a seminar to promote tourism in Belgium.

The girls were in high spirits, it was their last evening in town 
and they wanted to make the best of it before returning to home the 
next day.

Mylene said I reminded her of a singer called Adamo. Talked 
about Johnny Halliday and others I’d never heard of. I nodded my 
head and smiled.

No point in disappointing her, was there?
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She told me she was from Brugge and her friends were from 
Ghent and Antwerp. 

The group struck up a ‘slow’, a Nana Moskouri hit ‘The White 
Rose of Athens’. Mylene grabbed my hand to dance. We danced 
close together and she put her head on my shoulder. 

This was a big improvement on the previous day.
I felt her body move against mine. When we returned to our table 

she’d turned starry eyed. Me, I felt a surge of testosterone.
It was as sudden as it was unexpected. 
It sounds crazy.
I was more experienced with women now, but this chemical 

reaction took me by surprise.
The rest of the evening we talked and danced, oblivious to the 

others or what was going on around us. It was almost one when we 
left. Our friends had already disappeared. I didn’t know where and I 
didn’t care.

We walked to Mylene’s hotel, stopping in a doorway from time 
to time to neck. I couldn’t go into the hotel, but she told me to meet 
her the next day, before she left for Brugge.

I agreed.

19 Clipped

I found my way back to the Metropole, elated, but full of 
confused questions. I asked the night concierge for the key. He 
checked my name and handed me the room key. I turned and 
headed for the lift in a warm dream like state.

Monsieur! Monsieur! S’il vous plait!
Snapping out of my daze I turned.
The concierge was waving a piece of paper at me.
A message. 
It was from Peter. I came down to earth with a crash. A garbled 

message from a place called the La Panthère Rose, asking me to 
come over urgently.
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Fuck me, I thought the silly bastard’s in trouble.
Reluctantly I asked the concierge for directions to the La 

Panthère Rose. He pointed me towards rue du Cirque, where we’d 
been that afternoon.

It took me about ten minutes to find the joint.
He wasn’t there.
At a loss I looked up and down the street.
A couple of doors down, the doorman at a sleazy looking dive 

called Pigalle, spotted me and made a sign. He’d obviously been 
waiting for me.

He pulled the door open and pointed me in.
I found Peter sitting in an alcove. He looked dejected, very much 

the worst for wear, in the company of two very angry looking 
blonde tarts. 

He’d refused to pay the bill, run out of cash, or both.
There was a confused exchange with one of the tarts.
Then, the manager appeared, a very nasty piece of work. He 

shoved a bill under my nose, pointing to the bottom line with a 
stubby nicotine stained finger. Eight thousand Belgian francs. 
That’s about one hundred and sixty fucking quid, more than a 
month’s wages.

Between us we counted out all we had, in pounds and Belgian 
francs. Nearly one hundred and twenty quid.  We didn’t let on we 
had credit cards. Thank Christ they didn’t shake us down.

The manager grabbed it and pointed threateningly towards the 
door.

I didn’t need any encouragement. I pulled Peter to his feet. Then, 
followed closely by the club’s bouncer, the manager and the two 
scowling tarts, we made our way to the door and were shoved out 
onto the street, under what were unmistakeably a hail of threats and 
insults.

I grabbed hold of Peter, who had now become aggressive, and 
made ourselves scarce before they changed their minds. 
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We staggered back to the hotel where I dumped Peter in his 
room. 

The next morning when he didn’t appear for breakfast I knocked 
on his room. Sheepishly, looking very much the worse for wear, he 
opened the door. He’d slept almost fully clothed. Mumbling he told 
me he’d meet me in the lobby as soon as he’d showered and put on 
some clean gear.

Twenty five minutes later, after the others had left for the Martini 
Centre, he appeared. We went into the restaurant and order two 
coffees. He slipped me a hundred and fifty quid with a weak grin.

I was relieved
‘Lucky I didn’t have all my money with me.’
It was more than I’d paid. He waived his hand. I pocketed the 

cash.
‘Look Pat, let’s keep this between ourselves.’
It was becoming a habit.
‘No problem, count on me.’
‘Bridget, you know, the girl I was with yesterday wasn’t there.’
‘It’s not surprising,’ I said, ‘it wasn’t the same place.’
‘Jesus Christ.’

20 Brugge

Later that morning after a quick peek into the congress I skipped 
out. I met Mylene at her hotel. We had lunch together on the terrace 
of a café on Petite Rue des Bouchers.

She was radiant. It was great, just being with her, sitting outside 
in the warm sun.

I felt reassured, it wasn’t just the effect of the drinks the evening 
before.

‘I’m leaving at three,’ she placing her hand over mine. ‘Why 
don’t you come to Brugge for the weekend.’

‘Sounds good. How far is it?’
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‘Less than an hour on the train,’ she said almost pleadingly.
‘I can’t manage before tomorrow morning, there’s a dinner 

tonight in the Château du Karreveld at Molenbeek-Saint-Jean.’
‘What time does it finish?’
‘I don’t know, about ten thirty I suppose.’
‘You can get the last train, it’s at eleven thirty. You can stay with 

me. I’ll meet you at the station in Brugge.’
I agreed.
We returned to her hotel, picked up her her bag and walked to 

Brussels Midi station. She helped me buy a ticket and showed me 
where to catch the evening train.

We kissed and I hurried back to the hotel where a coach was 
leaving at half two for a visit to the Atomium.

We all piled out at the monument, a gigantic atom in stainless steel, 
built for the Brussels World Fair in 1958, now a tourist attraction, 
three kilometres from the city centre.

Peter hadn’t made it for the bus. He was still in his room, resting, 
getting himself in condition for another night out on the tiles.

At six we were back at the hotel. I packed, checked out and 
headed for the Brussels Midi where I left my bag in a locker. I 
double checked the time and platform for the train to Brugge.

I then returned to the hotel in time for the coach leaving for 
Château du Karreveld, less than ten minutes from the hotel. It was a 
real slap-up banquet, champagne and all that, in a real château, 
presided by the Mayor of Brussels with a lot of other local 
dignitaries and bigwigs.

There were speeches and toasts.
It seemed to go on forever.
I whispered to Roy Jones I had to go. Told him I would be 

staying in Brussels over the weekend. Not to worry about my return 
trip to London.

He was surprised, but I was gone before he could question me.
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On the way out I stopped for a piss. I crossed the President of 
Van den Bosch who recognised me.

‘Are you enjoying the evening?’
I smiled and said yes.
‘Are you leaving already?’
‘Yes, I’ve got to meet someone.’
‘Good. We’re looking for outgoing young men like you. Give me 

a call if you’d like to work for us in London.’
I thanked him made my way out where I grabbed a waiting taxi.
I wasn’t interested in Van den Bosch. They were like a few other 

companies in the rapidly expanding air-con business. Hard sell 
American marking methods with salesman on commission. Not my 
thing.

Brussels Midi was complicated, not a terminus like Victoria or 
Charing Cross in London. After some searching I found the 
platform, it was long, very long. I stationed myself at the place 
where the train would stop and anxiously waited. 

There were few other people waiting.
As the train pulled in I spotted a guard and asked ‘Brugge?’ 
He nodded. 
I climbed in. It’s funny how trains look different in each country, 

like people. The cavernous wagon was almost empty, just half a 
dozen tired looking passengers.

An hour later it rattled into Brugge. I got jumped expecting 
Mylene to be waiting for me. The platform was deserted. 

I looked around the station. It wasn’t very big, a yellow brick 
pre-war building, empty, except for a lonely guard. 

I walked out onto the forecourt. It was dark and silent.
A moment later there was a squeal of brakes. A red mini flashing 

it’s light. To my relief it was Mylene. She waved to me.
‘Sorry, the forecourt is for buses.’
There wasn’t a bus in sight.
She jumped out to kissed me like she hadn’t seen me in year.
‘No problem.’
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‘My place is near the main square, not far. I live with my 
parents.’

With her parents? What the …?
‘They’re not there,’ she said reading my mind. ‘They’re in 

France on holiday.’
Thank Christ for that, I said silently.
Five minutes later, along a maze of cobblestones streets, past 

strange old houses, over humpback bridges, she pulled up on a 
street overlooking a river.

‘Here we are,’ she said gaily getting out of the car.
I got out on the river side and stopped to look around. The night 

was warm with the water reflecting the buildings beyond in the 
moonlight.

‘That’s the Dijver Canal.’
‘Very nice.’
‘We’re lucky to find a parking place.’
She turned, I grabbed my bag and followed her.
We crossed the narrow street. She stopped, pulled a set of keys 

from her handbag.
‘We’re home.’
I couldn’t make out much of the building except it was old, tall, 

in brick and stone, ornate.
She opened the door, I followed her in.
She switched on the light and I found myself in a hall large 

hallway.
‘Welcome home.’
We went into a living room. It was big, filled with antique 

furniture, bookcases, pictures on the walls and oriental carpets on 
the polished parquet floor.

‘This is your home?’ I said trying not to show my astonishment.
‘My parent’s.’
She put her arms around me and kissed me hungrily.
‘I’ll show it all to you tomorrow. Let’s go my room, it’s at the 

top, the fourth floor.’
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I followed her up the steep stairs, past paintings and expensive 
looking antique furnishings on each landing.

‘My room,’ she said proudly. That,’ she said pointing to a door, 
‘is the bathroom, and over there,’ nodding to a second door, ‘is my 
office.’

Fuck me, I thought to myself, they must be loaded.
It transpired they owned a hotel further down the canal, which 

explained Mylene’s seminar in Brussels.
She grabbed me and pulled me onto the bed. After a struggle we 

got our clothes off and fucked for about an hour before collapsing 
into a deep sleep.

21 A Tourist

I woke up first as light streamed through the window. The were 
no heavy curtains. I looked out the window. Across the canal was a 
row of picturesque Dutch style buildings with ornate façades and 
steep roofs.

I went for a piss in the large bathroom. I looked in the mirror and 
rinsed my mouth.

She called me, I returned to bed, we fucked again then slept.
It was nearly ten when the phone rang. She ran onto the landing 

grabbed a phone and talked, in what I assumed to be Flemish, for 
about five minutes.

‘My parents,’ she said reappearing, draping her arms around my 
neck and kissing me. ‘They won’t be back until the end of next 
week.’

We went down to the kitchen. She made coffee, then set out a 
table in the dinning room with bread, butter, cheese, sliced ham and 
some kind of jam … treacle.

Outside was a garden, not very big, but pretty, there was a 
garden table and chairs.

I still couldn’t get over the size of the place.
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After breakfast we’ll take a shower, then I’ll show you around 
Brugge.

As we ate she asked me a lot of questions about myself.
I’d already told her I was separated pending a divorce. She 

wanted to know why. I made up some kind of a lame excuse, but 
skipped my fling with Elsa.

I told her about London, my job and all that, carefully avoiding 
the fact I was in dire straights, practically bust.

Brugge was fantastic. The Markt, the centre of the town, looked 
like the Grand-Place in Brussels. Smaller. Though the old town 
itself was bigger than the area around Grand-Place.

Brugge was much more picturesque. Canals, bridges, churches, 
quaint restaurants and cafés everywhere.

The weather was beautiful.
We walked around the market looking at the stalls and café 

terraces. She pointed to her parent’s hotel, from a distance, across 
the square. 

We stopped on a bridge over the Groenerei Canal to admire the 
view. With its many bridges and canals, Mylene told me, Brugge 
was the Venice of the north.

I’d never been to Venice, though I’d been to the Adriatic. 
I took her word for it. 
She pointed out the different buildings and places of interest. She 

knew everything, normal, it was her business, her home town. On 
top of that she was certainly the best looking guide I’d ever get.

The city was not more than a mile across and surrounded by a 
canal.

Soon the streets were thronging with tourists, it was still summer, 
another week before the start of autumn.

She looked beautiful, she was taller than Elsa, elegant in a 
different kind of way. She was wearing a white shirtwaister, the 
hemline above her shapely knees. It had a sailors collar that showed 
her neckline and a thin gold chain with a small cross.
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I felt great to be holding her hand. Now I really was on holiday, 
and how. Tomorrow, at least the day after tomorrow was another 
day. I’d think about that when the time came.

Mylene was twenty one. Five years younger than me.
I asked her if she had a boyfriend.
‘No, do you think I’d be here with you if I did,’ she said with a 

mocking smile.
‘An ex?’
‘Yes, a French guy. Too arrogant for me.’
‘I see.’
‘He lives in Paris, a studying to be a lawyer,’ she said. ‘With a 

lawyer’s mind,’ she added with a wry smile.
I nodded. I never commented on exs.
‘We broke up at Easter, he was too serious for me.’
I felt a twinge of jealousy, though on the positive side she 

couldn’t complain about my divorce.
We visited the Groeningemuseum. Mylene stopped at The Last 

Judgement, a terrifying, surrealistic work of Hieronymus Bosch. 
The triptych was painted in about 1486, she told me. 

Reminded me of the cover pictures of Fantasy & Science Fiction, 
a magazine I liked to read.

Looking at the hideously grotesque scenes of torture, made me if 
I’d end up in a barrel, like one of the sinners in the painting, 
punishment for too much fucking around.

We wandered through the cobbled side streets, stopping from 
time to time to admire the colourful step-gabled façades of the 
narrow houses, some covered with ivy, all well kept, their front 
doors varnished burgundy and dark green.

The town looked like it had jumped right out of the Red or Green 
Fairy Tale books I’d read as a kid, their pages illustrated with 
medieval style engravings.
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I was mesmerised. Every street corner was a new surprise. More 
churches, museums, alms houses, canals, bridges, cafés, restaurants 
and even a brewery.

It was in the brewery I learnt Belgium produced more different 
kinds of beer than anywhere else in the world. Normal, I mean 
learning that in a brewery. Not only that, they drank more per head 
than anywhere else. 

I’d always thought it was the Irish who had that honour.
It confirmed what I’d already discovered in Brussels, the 

Belgians knew more about brewing the Brits.
Funny how the taught us we were the best at everything in 

school. It was only since I started my travels abroad I’d learnt that 
not only we were not the centre of the world, but there were others 
just as clever and perhaps even cleverer then us.

Even my philistine shell cracked when I stood before 
Michelangelo's marble Madonna With Child in the Church of Our 
Lady. 

We avoided the crowds of tourists, which wasn’t easy. Naturally 
Mylene knew her way around. Just watching her nod to friends and 
acquaintances, in souvenir shops selling lacework, mugs and that 
kind of stuff, told me that she got on with people and was liked.

The Belgians were also specialists in chocolate, which surprised 
me. Funny, I’d always been told that chocolate was a Swiss forte. 
At home we went in for Quality Street, my mum swore by 
Cadburys.

Mylene told me about her holidays.
Until two or three years back, she’d always gone away with her 

parents, mostly to the Riviera or Costa Brava. Once she’d left 
university and started working with the tourist office in Brugge she 
had less free time, but plenty of promotional trips.

I told her how my holiday in Italy. The comic details needed no 
exaggeration.
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22 The Continent

I was eighteen when I set off for my first visit to the continent. 
That summer in 1958 had been great to the point it seemed to go on 
forever, but for once I’d wanted it to go faster. We’d, that is me and 
three mates, booked two weeks in Rimini, on the Adriatic. The first 
two weeks in September.

On the last day of August, a fine Saturday morning, I walked to 
Victoria Station with my mate Gord. He lived on St George’s Drive, 
two minutes away from the Grange B&B.

It’s hilarious when I think of it now, each of us carrying our 
worn suitcase, with a Thomas Cooks address label freshly attached.

We looked for our two mates amongst the crowd gathered in 
front of the gate to the platform 6. Our train was waiting opposite 
the Golden Arrow. We were as excited as kids, oblivious to the 
surroundings. 

Victoria Station, a cavernous, grimy, Victorian monument to the 
steam age, was part of Pimlico’s fixed landscape.

With our brand spanking new passports and train tickets clutched 
in our hands we reported to the Cooks representative.

Mylene laughed as I told her we were dressed as if we were 
going to a Saturday night dance. Suits, shirts, ties and freshly 
polished shoes.

I remember walking down Wilton Road towards the station and 
catching the smell of the Stag Brewery. A sour odour that drifted to 
our area whenever the wind changed direction. 

Everything seemed as it usually did on a normal Saturday 
morning. The cafés with their steamed up windows, the barber shop 
filled with men waiting for their weekly trim,  cheerful barrow boys 
shouting in the street market on Warwick Way, housewives 
inspecting the fruits and veg.

It was normal. Except for us. 
For myself, it was the start of an adventure that was to open a 

door to the world outside. 
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We ran through our check lists for the hundredth time. 
Everything was in order. 

Passing the ‘Bug’utch’, as we called the Biograph Cinema on 
Wilton Road, we turned into a side entrance of Victoria Station 
opposite the New Vic.

Our excitement rose a couple of notches as we entered into the 
bustling atmosphere of the station. The noise, steam, smoke, 
clamour and underlying excitement of the crowds waiting for the 
gates to open. 

The summer was not yet over and people were still leaving on 
holiday, mostly to the South Coast. But for us it was different. It 
was to be the most marking event of our young lives. The hard to 
imagine moment I’d been impatiently waiting for had finally 
arrived. 

The nagging fear of breaking a leg or getting run over by a bus as 
the great day approached abruptly evaporated.

I’d scraped and grubbed to pay the twenty seven quid to Cooks 
and the thirty quid spending money tucked safely into my inside 
pocket.

I’d paid for it all myself. I suppose my mum spoilt me. I was the 
only kid. But she was always been fairly strict with money, never 
splashed it about. I suppose she figured it was hard earned. But that 
never bothered me.

We parked ourselves next to a crowd standing guard over their 
islands of baggage, stacked in piles by the gate.

A panel announced the ten o’clock Folkestone-Boulogne boat 
train.

I’d felt a tinge of apprehension as we gave our fellow passengers 
the once-over. What kind of people were they? Were they like us? 
Would we be in the same compartment?

It would have been difficult to explain to Mylene how England 
was. We judged people by their attitudes and their accents, ours was 
a very visibly class society, where everybody knew their place, 
something instantly evident to each one of us.
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I suppose it was the same in Belgium, but I couldn’t tell the 
difference from one person to the next on the streets of Brussels or 
Brugge. Of course there were rich and poor, but apart from that I 
couldn’t identify what made them different, apart visible signs of 
wealth, though I had gleaned the Flemings and the Wallons did not 
get on too well with each other.

We were Inner Londoners, not Cockneys, though to anyone 
beyond London we were. Cockneys that is.

We came from fairly ordinary families. I suppose we were 
privileged to live in Pimlico, the very heart of London, with all the 
advantages that it gave us. Not out in the sticks like the rest.

Until I started work I had been totally unaware of this, though I 
knew people like those who lived in Morpeth Mansions or Dolphin 
Square were in a different class.

None of those who worked in the office lived in Central London, 
most of them lived in the suburbs, Orpington, or somewhere like 
that, sticksville, not the same thing as Dolphin Square.

Beyond London, Up North and the rest, was foreign territory we 
knew nothing of, though I’d caught a brief glance of the Geordies, 
miners, in a fruit picking camp, the year before, in Cambridgeshire. 
They were from a different tribe.

We quickly spotted our two mates, dressed like us, best suits and 
ties. Doug talking with a Cooks rep. Tony looking on. We joined 
them, presented our travel documents, these were checked against a 
list and pronounced as being in order. 

Once the gate opened, we grabbed our suitcases and set off in the 
surge to look for our seats.

Each carriage had a paper sticker marked ‘Folkstone Docks’ and 
a number on each compartment. 

We found ours, stowed our suitcases on the overhead rack, took 
up positions in the corridor and wound down the windows. As we 
waited for the whistle, we observed the toing and froing of the 
Cooks reps on the platform, answering questions and hurrying 
latecomers to their carriages.
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Gord and myself gave the others a running commentary. We’d 
been to Ireland on holiday and our experience on boat trains and 
ferries made us experts. 

Ours wasn’t the Golden Arrow, which stood waiting on the 
opposite side of platform. It, not ours, was an all Pullman train 
providing a daily express service to Paris. The legendary Golden 
Arrow left at eleven, taking just over six hours to reach the Gare du 
Nord.

We were travelling third class, which didn't worry us in the least, 
in a few hours we’d be in France and that was all that mattered.

The train was filled with holidaymakers like ourselves, all of 
whom had booked their holiday with Thomas Cooks or some other 
travel agency. 

Six months had passed since Gord had got this crazy idea that we 
should go abroad for our summer holidays. I don’t know where he 
got if from. He was always coming up with great ideas.

We’d chosen Rimini from a pile of catalogues collected from 
travel agencies on Victoria Street. Twenty seven quid all in, train, 
hotel and full pension. The hotel was described in the brochure as 
an albergo, just two minutes from the beach.

A continental holiday had sounded like an impossible idea, but 
Gord persisted, explaining how it worked, an all in tour, that’s 
everything included, not that he had ever been on one.

I had to admit Gord’s idea sounded great.
My last summer holiday, the year before, the fruit picking camp. 

I’d spent two weeks ‘picking fruit’ with a mate called Pickles.
A piss awful washout. 
It had cost us nothing, apart from the train tickets. That’s what 

you do when you’re hard up, and we were.
Housed in wooden, army style, Nissen huts, stuck in the middle 

of the flat, damp, Cambridgeshire countryside. It was not the ideal 
place for a summer holiday. 

The fruit picking camp was near a godforsaken hole called 
March, five miles from Wisbech, a one horse town if ever there was 
one. The only thing that added a bit of cheer was a gang of 
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cheerfully raucous Geordies of our own age. They transformed our 
hut into bedlam.

Those lads were miners. I couldn’t believe it, young blokes of 
my age, seventeen fucking years old, digging coal deep 
underground in the middle of the twentieth century.

My first surprise was we weren’t picking fruit but vegetables, 
mostly peas.

Once I saw the lads coming back with their boots covered in shit 
and mud I never even bothered to find out where the ‘fruit’ was 
picked.

The whole scene couldn’t have been further from my Heidi like 
idea of picking apples in a sunny orchard near an idyllic village. 
Talk about naïve.

Anyway, Pickles and myself spent most of our ‘holiday’ in the 
imitation of a coffee bar in Wisbech. We spent the afternoons 
feeding the Jukebox with coins listening to Paul Anka singing 
‘Diana’. 

I’d brought some spare cash for the two weeks. It was enough. 
Besides I didn’t feel like messing up my suit and shoes looking for 
peas in some fucking, shitty, muddy, field.

So Gord’s idea was fantastic. I agreed on the spot. Another fuck 
awful summer in wet and rainy England was out.

We just had to figure out where we could get the money to pay 
for it.

Gord’s first consideration had of course been price, then how 
long and when. As for hotels we knew nothing. Bed and Breakfast 
to my mind had always seemed fair enough. After all that was my 
mum and dad’s business. But we had to eat.

Mylene nearly died laughing as I told her the story. I 
exaggerated, but it was good to see her in stitches. I laughed too.

She was caught on quick. Asked if I’d like to go to the beach the 
next day.

Why not. 
I nodded in approval.
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She said Blankenberge was only fifteen miles away.
I’d heard of Blankenberge. Seen it in holiday brochures. I 

vaguely imagined Rimini or Palamos. Obviously it wouldn’t be like 
the Canaries, that was near Africa.

The thought of a beach sent images flashing through my mind. 
That moment when the whistle blew in Victoria Station, eight years 
before. The starting signal for two unforgettable weeks in the sun in 
the Adriatic.

The carriage shuddered with the sound of couplings clanking and 
buffers clashing as our British Railways steam engine strained 
under the load, slowly pulling out of the station on its journey south, 
leaving the vast gloomy monument to the steam age, blackened by 
generations of soot and grime, behind. 

We slowly rolled past the familiar sights of Pimlico. Peabody 
Buildings, a grubby memorial to nineteenth century social housing, 
then rumbling past the waterworks over Grosvenor Road Bridge, 
across the Thames, past Battersea Power Station to our left, 
crowned with plumes of white smoke, and Battersea Park to the 
right.

At Clapham Junction the train headed in a south-easterly 
direction through London’s ever dismal, never ending, working 
class suburbs. Row after row of dirty yellow brick houses with their 
sad, damp, back yards. 

It took the best part of an hour to break out into the green Kent 
countryside, through the cuttings in the rolling hills of the Downs, 
and finally to Folkstone.

The journey began for real.  Mesmerised, we four lads, standing 
in the corridor, watched as towns, farms and fields slipped past, on 
the first leg of our adventure.

I’d thought the moment would never come.
Two and a half hour hours later we caught a salty whiff of the 

Channel as we pulled into Folkstone Docks.  
We were four eighteen year old Londoners, who’d never 

travelled abroad, barely knew the geography of Europe and even 
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less that of Italy. As for the Adriatic and Rimini, those were new 
and exciting names.

23 The Verhaegen

‘D’accord Patrick. Blankenberge it is. Do you have something to 
swim in?’

‘No.’
‘Than we’ll swim in our birthday suits.’
I didn’t know if she was pulling my leg or not.
‘No problem. Is it far?’ I said deflecting the thought.
‘No, half an hour at the most, depending on the traffic. On 

Sundays there's usually quite a lot.’
‘Suits me,’ I said kissing her lightly on the cheek.
I looked at my watch, it was already after one.
‘Let’s eat something,’ I suggested, looking at the restaurants 

along the bank of the canal.
‘We’ll go home, we can eat in the garden.’
We ate in the garden, then we fucked.
It was six when we tumbled out of bed and showered.
‘Time for dinner. Do you like Indonesia food?’
I shrugged. I had only the very vaguest idea what or where 

Indonesia was.
‘There’s a small place where they have a good rijsttafel. You’ll 

like that.’
I’d try anything for her.
We walked to the Markt again. That’s the market place in 

Flemish. We lingered as I took in the scene. The evening was fine 
and she told me about the Halle, an old building that dominated the 
square. The belfry, over eighty metres high and nearly seven 
hundred years old. 

I was beginning to like playing the tourist and even more my 
guide. She was full of facts, it was her job, an expert on Brugge and 
probably a lot of other places.
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Everybody spoke Flemish. In Brussels they had spoken French. 
It’s funny how people live in their cultural bubbles. For the first 
time it struck me that’s what separated people, countries, though 
Belgium was one country.

I’d barely known they spoke two languages. I was embarrassed 
at my ignorance. How little I knew about a country just across the 
water from England.

I suppose it was the fault of our schools, they never taught us 
much about European history. It perhaps explained my 
astonishment at seeing the Pirelli skyscraper in Milan, long before 
London had anything comparable to boast about.

Before Rimini, the only thing I’d known about Italy could have 
be summed up by the Pirelli Calender with its scantily clad pin-ups 
that sent the lads in the office wild.

I asked Mylene if she’d ever been to London. Once, for a 
weekend. I promised to show her around the next time she came 
over.

If that was to happen any time soon, I’d have to complete on the 
flat in Upminster mucho rapidos. In my cash tight situation I didn’t 
have the ready to pay for another holiday like I’d paid for Elsa. The 
other alternative was winning the pools, which wasn’t about to 
happen, that was my mum’s thing.

In any case, what I learnt with Elsa, qualified me as a first class 
London tour guide for foreign birds, the only obstacle to that was 
they expected you to pay for everything.

I pushed that out of my mind, I’d have plenty of time to ponder 
that when I returned to London.

We walked past her family’s hotel, it was called the Verhaegen, 
that was their name. It was class.

I told her my parents owned a small hotel in London, but myself, 
I’d preferred to go into engineering. 

Looking at the Verhaegen, I though about what my mum had 
said. Perhaps I should give it some serious thought. I’d certainly 
make more money if I went in for a B&B on Warwick Way.
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I’d obviously need their help, but could keep working in the air-
conditioning business, like that my money problems would be 
solved.

Like father, like son.
We stopped at the Surabaya. It was very exotic. I discovered 

Indonesian food. Mylene ordered rijsttafel, that’s Flemish for ‘rice 
table’, a whole series of small dishes of exotic spicy food. She told 
me it had been introduced by the Dutch from Sumatra.

It was better than Portofinos in Camden Passage, where amongst 
others, I’d taken Patricia, to impress her, in fact she was so 
impressed I fucked her in the Cortina afterwards.

Better forget that.
I also discovered Dutch and Flemish were about the same 

language. I was learning fast.
After the rijsttafel we strolled around the town. It wasn’t big. 

Then Mylene asked me if I’d like to see their hotel.
‘Sure, anything for you,’ I said squeezing her hand.
It was quiet. The restaurant was empty, it was past lunch time. 

The guests were probably out visiting. Just a guy at the reception 
and a couple in the bar.

I was impressed. If the rest was anything to go by, the building 
must have been three hundred years old. Lots of geraniums and 
flags. Clean as a new pin. It had been in Mylene’s family for as long 
as they could remember.

The Verhaegen was worth a pile.
It was class compared to the Grange, but my mum and dad had 

just started, from nothing.
As we returned to the house she talked to me about her job. 

Tourism was a growth industry. A good investment. 
My mum was right, there was money in the hotel business.



77

24 Blankenberge

The next morning we drove to Blankenberge.
I’d had the impression it was a place for retired people, for those 

who didn’t want to go as far as Spain or Italy, and to be honest I’d 
never been particularly attracted to Belgium.

I was changing my mind fast.
It took less than half an hour to get to the coast. We parked on a 

street parallel to the beach. It was sunny and hot, like a continental 
holiday should be. 

I was surprised, the beach was huge. Miles of golden sand. Flat. 
It wasn’t like an Italian beach or an English seaside. Something in 
between. There was a pier like Brighton, but there were also beach 
tents and lines of deckchairs like in Palamos or Rimini.

Mylene told me there was also a casino,. It seemed gambling had 
long been part of the Blankenberge scene, not like London, where 
the first casino had recently opened.

We walked along the promenade, a seafront pedestrian area full 
of restaurants, bars and shops. We found a place to buy a pair of 
togs for me. Shorts. I didn’t go in for what the Aussies call budgie 
smugglers.

Mylene then pointed the way to what was obviously her 
favourite beach spot. Normal, she lived just half an hour from the 
coast.

We rented a sunbed and a parasol.
Typically English, and to Mylene’s great amusement, I struggled 

into my new togs, hopping one leg, a towel around my waist. She 
was already wearing her bikini under her dress.

I already had a fairly decent tan, thanks to the outings on the 
South Coast with Elsa, she’d wanted to go home to Finland looking 
like she’d been on holiday. I kept up my tan at weekends, the Oasis 
or the Serps in Hyde Park.



78

For those who grew in Pimlico, like me, the Serps, that’s the 
Serpentine for those who don’t know, was our favourite spot for 
getting a sunburn in the summer, and sunburn is what it was.

It wasn’t until I went to Italy I discovered Ambre Solaire. Up to 
that point I, like my mates, treated sunburn rather than prevented it.

Lying in the sun next to Mylene, this fantastic girl in her bikini, 
was like a dream. Her long legs. Her blonde hair – a golden straw 
colour – pinned back in a ponytail for the beach. She was not the 
same kind of blond as Elsa. Mylene’s eyes were darker, her skin 
more golden. But she was a real blonde.

With the hot sun tingling my skin I felt like I was on the Riviera, 
or the Costa Brava, when in fact I was at the same level as Margate, 
just sixty miles across the water and an hour or so by the train from 
London.

She pointed to a large ferry, about a mile out, heading towards 
Zeebrugge, she told me, a port just to the north of Blankenberge. In 
the distance I could make out the forms of unloading cranes against 
the sky.

Beyond the Zeebrugge was Knokke, another beach, she added, 
like Blankenberge.

Seeing the ferry reminded me of the time I first caught sight the 
French coast, crossing from Folkstone to Boulogne, on the way to 
Rimini. A grey blue blur on the horizon. Then, as we approached 
the port, the details slowly started to come into focus.

I closed my eyes as I pictured the scene. Nothing looked very 
different to Folkstone. Docks, hangers and cranes. But as ferry 
accosted, the differences on the quay became visible.

To start with the dockers in their bleu de travail. Then, as the 
gangways were hauled into place and they came on board we 
noticed the smells. Gauloise cigarettes, wine and coffee. As we filed 
down the gangway came unfamiliar sounds, voices, bells, baggage 
trucks and tannoy announcements. 

We were channelled towards a hanger for the passport controls. 
A peremptory stamp by a French official in uniform. The customs 
barely looking at us waved us through, something. That struck us as 
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funny compared to our own customs officials who treated us as 
suspected smugglers, even coming back from Ireland. 

Mylene talked about music. I’d never heard of the singers she 
chattered on about. Jacques Brel, Adamo and Johnny Halliday. The 
films she'd seen were different to those I’d seen. Her clothes were 
the same as those girls wore in London, but somehow different. 
Come to think of it she danced differently. Even the way she fucked 
was different, with more feeling.

There were other things, she spoke Flemish, French, English and 
German. As for my schoolboy French it didn't go very far, but it 
was better than a lot of blokes I knew in London, who couldn't even 
speak proper English.

Continental girl’s definitely had something about them, more 
style, at least the ones I’d met. 

It slowly dawned on me being Bri'ish was no longer enough.
I was discovering the continent was not just a place where Frogs 

and Krauts drove on the other side of the road.
Whatever happened next, I decided I’d learn to speak French, 

and German or Spanish. Broaden my view of the world.
I realised that I could do better in life. It was in my hands, and 

my hands alone.
Elsa and Mylene pushed a door wide open to another world, one 

that I’d first caught a fleeting glance of in Italy and France.

25 The Train

My mind wandered back to Folkstone that summer eight years 
ago. An SNCF official wearing an armband pointed us towards the 
train waiting to take us to Rimini. It was not like our British 
Railways trains, more solid, bulkier, higher. The colour was 
different. The markings incomprehensible.

We found a compartment to ourselves.
After an interminable wait, we finally pulled out of Boulogne 

Harbour, rolling slowly through the outskirts of the town. 
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We were in a parallel world, where the railway, the colours, the 
lines on the roads, the shape of French cars seemed strangely 
discordant compared to what we were used to. We saw almost 
nothing of the town centre and within the space of ten or so minutes 
were heading south-eastwards, across an immense, flat, 
uninteresting plain.

I smiled to myself as I thought of us that afternoon. We’d not 
even thought to bring food or drinks and it wasn’t long before we 
started to feel thirsty and hungry. Two of us were sent out to forage. 
Half an hour later they returned, Tony triumphantly clutching a 
bottle of Vichy Spring Water sealed by a Lightening stopper 
attached by a thick wire.

We rolled up as he recounted the exchange at the bar in his 
schoolboy French.

The bad news was sandwiches would set us back a small fortune. 
We opened the Vichy Water. It tasted like fizzy piss. After a long 

discussion I went to the bog with Gord. We topped up the bottle 
from the tap and took it back to the restaurant where we changed it 
for a bottle of French beer.

The train skirted Paris then continued its way south. We amused 
ourselves singing ‘Volare’ and ‘Come Prima’. We knew the words, 
but not their meanings. That summer, besides Buddy Holly and Bill 
Haley, Italian songs were all the rage. 

It was early evening before the landscape started to undulate. 
Basing our calculations looking at a small network map fixed on a 
door near the bogs, we figured we were somewhere near 
Switzerland, probably to the west of Geneva. 

In reality we had no idea about our route. It was a journey into 
the unknown. 

Our idea was confirmed when the locomotive was changed at the 
border and Swiss customs and passport controllers passed through 
the train. It was eight in the evening by the time we were on our 
way again. Night had fallen. The day had been long, conversation 
exhausted and drowsiness setting in.
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As the train rattled into the night through towns and villages with 
little to see apart from outlines and dim lights. One by one we fell 
asleep, hungry and thirsty. 

It was late in the night when we were awoken by more Swiss 
passport control officials noisily making their way through the 
carriage inspecting and stamping passports.

Looking outside we discovered we were in a place called Brig. 
We could have been on Mars for all we knew. Our geography 

lessons had not covered Switzerland.
In fact beyond Heidy, Swiss chocolate, skiing and Zermatt, we 

knew sod all about the Swiss and Switzerland.
Another hour passed, then we went through the same procedure 

after passing through the Simplon Tunnel, the longest rail tunnel in 
the world according to Doug.

We knew we’d crossed the border when Italian police, wearing 
well cut parade ground uniforms, passed through the train to inspect 
our passports.

According to the stamps we were at place called Domodossola.  
Once again the locomotive was changed. Another interminable 

wait amid the noise of shunting, the clanking of couplings and the 
grinding of points.

The night was long.
I was woken by the cold as dawn broke. The others were still 

sleeping.
Peering through a hole rubbed in the condensation on the 

window, I was taken aback by the most breathtaking scenery I’d 
ever seen in my life, dark blue lakes surrounded by lush green 
meadows and high snow peaked mountains.

The train slowly snaked through one tunnel after another cut into 
the side of the mountains, alternating darkness and brilliant 
sunlight. The colours were brighter than any other colours I had 
ever seen. The dark green pines, the whiteness of the snow capped 
mountains, the sky, the astonishing landscape of the Italian Alps 
and lakes.
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We had no breakfast and had no idea where we were, apart from 
the fact we had crossed into Italy, without the least idea as to how 
long more the journey would last.

The train was painfully slow as it made its way towards Milan, 
bypassing the city, stopping and starting as it was diverted over 
secondary lines with inexplicable, endless, halts.

The day wore on as our stomachs protested against the forced 
fast. Listlessly, as we watched the Italian countryside slide past, 
morning became afternoon, and afternoon gave way to evening. 

The journey had become a never-ending test of endurance as we 
passed through drab industrial towns and flat monotonous 
countryside. The images of our holiday brochures faded and 
unspoken disappointment began to set in.

We’d forgotten the images of palm trees and beaches we’d seen 
in the brochures.

26 Rimini

It was past midnight when we finally arrived in Rimini. The 
station was dark and dismal. Our journey had lasted more than 
thirty six hours.

Outside the night was velvety warm, but we were starving 
hungry, exhausted and beyond care. The tour operator’s 
representative bundled us into a black and yellow Fiat taxi that 
raced through a maze of dark and deserted streets.

Just as hopes faded, the night miraculously transformed itself 
into light and movement.

We stopped junction, turned right, and suddenly as if by the 
wave of a wand everything changed. We found ourselves on a broad 
brightly lit avenue bustling with life, filled with lines of slow 
moving of cars and scooters.

We’d arrived in what we later discovered was the heart of tourist 
district where to our amazement the shops were open.
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Winding the windows down as the taxi edged forward, we 
watched passers bye dressed in sports shirts and summer shorts, 
strolling, pausing at shop windows, some eating ice cream, others 
seated in gaily lit pavement bars drinking and laughing.

It was a kaleidoscope of colours in comparison to the faded grey 
scenery we were used to in London. We stared in unbelief as music 
and unfamiliar sounds welcomed us to Rimini, the Italian Riviera.

As we moved forward I saw the flames licking out from what I 
later discovered was a pizza oven. The Italians were tanned, 
glowing with health, obviously prosperous, seemingly part of a race 
totally unknown to us. 

We passed palm trees, the first we had ever seen. Neon lights 
flashed the names of bars and restaurants. Smiling young men 
astride Vespas and Lambrettas, with their girlfriends riding side-
saddle, wove in and out of the slow moving Fiats and Lancias.

The strangest thing was, at one in the morning, many wore 
sunglasses.  

The crowd grew denser and more animated. Street sellers 
peddled their wares, ice-cream, fruit, postcards and suntan oils. We 
gawked unbelievingly. It was as though we had suddenly arrived in 
an earthly paradise. 

Although it would be another couple of years before Fellini’s 
film appeared on our screens, ‘La Dolche Vita’ was already in full 
swing on Italy’s Adriatic Riviera.

Ten minutes later we were dropped off at the Albergo Allegro. 
Uniformed maids took our bags and we were shown to our rooms 
on the second floor, overlooking the Viale Regina Elena. After a 
quick inspection of our rooms, which were functional, we returned 
to the dinning room where a late dinner awaited us.

The Albergo Allegro, a recently built five storey hotel, catered 
for tour holidays. It was brightly lit, clean and modern, though there 
was no lift. The restaurant personnel and the room maids wore 
uniforms, were friendly and efficient, though they spoke almost no 
English. It was not a problem, the menus were set, so there were 
few questions to be asked.
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For us, used only to English family food, the Albergo was a 
bewildering experience. Lunch and dinner commenced with 
vermicelli soup, salami or mortadella. We called the soup 
dishwater. The albergo was evidently economising on the 
vermicelli. This was followed mostly by pasta dishes, the monotony 
broken by risotto or veal, finishing with ice cream or fruit.

That next morning, we poked our heads outside to discover the 
most brilliant sunshine and temperature we had only ever 
experienced on the warmest of English summer days. The air 
buzzed with excitement.

After our first continental breakfast we set out to explore.
Our first idea was naturally to find the beach. But before that we 

prepared ourselves. Dressed in our suits, shirts, ties and city shoes, 
we headed off in the direction indicated by the manager. Our 
swimming togs rolled in towels and tucked under our arms as 
though we were off for a lunchtime swim at the Marshall Street 
Baths in Soho.

I suppose the beach was a bit like Blankenberge’s. Different to 
Brighton and the other South Coast seaside towns we knew. There 
were lines of neatly laid out tents, the sand was freshly raked, set 
out with deckchairs and parasols almost to the water’s edge, which 
left relatively little space for us to mark out a territory with our 
towels.

Small waves lapped the floats of paddelos lined up on the sand 
ready for hire, as ice cream sellers appeared with cries of ‘Gelati, 
gelati.’

The Adriatic was different to Brighton or Hastings, almost no 
tides and no waves to speak, at least in the summer.

We went through the gymnastics of changing into our togs. It 
was a scene that must have resembled Norman Wisdom’s antics to 
any onlookers. Towels around our waists we hopped on one foot to 
get our trousers off, then struggled to get our togs on without 
displaying our whiter than white arses.
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We flopped down on our towels, our clothes and shoes in piles 
next to us, spreading out Southend fashion on the sand before 
testing the water, four rather thin, ghostly white, eighteen year olds.

The contrast with the sleek bronzed Italians, already relaxed on 
their sunbeds and deckchairs, reading ‘La Stampa’ or ‘Tempo’, a 
cool drink within easy reach, couldn’t have been greater. 

I suppose we anticipated the Beatles with their ‘Abbey Road’ 
album cover by several years as we marched to the beach that 
morning. 

I can’t say we discovered Italian ice cream in Italy, it was just 
making its appearance in London, but in Rimini it came in all 
flavours, colours and sizes. It was delicious. What also astonished 
us was the size of peaches, sold individually from displays, unlike 
we’d ever seen. 

That afternoon after a lunch of pasta and fresh fruit we returned 
to the beach, this time in shirt sleeves.

By evening time it had become urgent to change our pounds for 
Italian lira to buy sports shirts and find a place to drink.

At first it was confusing figuring out prices in lira, one thousand 
seven hundred to the pound, it seemed a laughable monopoly 
money. But soon we got used to talking in hundreds and thousands 
as we bought all the necessaries, including Ambre Solaire suntan 
oil, postcards, stamps and drinks.

The next day we rented deck chairs.
We learnt quick.
Within another couple of days, Gord and Tony, who could have 

never been described as introverted, were chatting with our beach 
neighbours, two English couples.

Comrades in fucking arms in foreign parts. 
One couple in their forties and the other about thirtyish.
On our third day, the older bloke, Bert, pointed to a group a few 

yards from us. ‘Germans,’ he whispered. We instinctively ducked, 
then turning our heads slowly we observed the enemy in flesh and 
blood. I mean real live Krauts. 
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It was disappointing they looked just like us, though with much 
better tans. 

That was the signal for Bert to entertain us with his war time 
exploits ‘over there’.

After a week of exploring we ended up every evening, after 
dinner, with our newly made friends from the beach. Like good 
Brits abroad we drank beer in a place called the Interbar. Something 
we could have done back home for less money, but that was Gord’s 
and Doug’s idea of fun.

27 Borders

Though the Treaty of Rome had come into force at the beginning 
of that year, a fact that we were oblivious to, politicians’ plans for a 
united Europe were light years away.

In 1958, border crossings were an adventure, currency exchange 
controls the order of the day. Even locomotives, as we had 
experienced during our thirty six hour Odyssey, were changed as 
trains crossed frontiers. It was difficult to imagine anything 
different.

Things had changed, in 1966 travel was getting easier, though we 
still have foreign currency exchange regulations.

Looking back to 58, I suppose we were blissfully ignorant of the 
world outside. The fact of the matter was, we never knew much of 
what happened abroad besides what the Daily Mirror and the Daily 
Express cared to tell us. As for the Beeb, with its monopoly of 
serious broadcasting news, what they said was from the horse’s.

Radio Caroline didn’t exist. If you wanted to listen to anything 
other than Family Favourites, where you had to wait an hour for 
them to play Elvis singing ‘Jail House Rock’ or Cliff Richard & 
The Shadows with ‘Move It’, you tuned into Radio Luxembourg, 
‘Your Station of the Stars’.

In six or seven years things had changed a lot, although I’d still 
turned up in shirt sleeves at the beach. I hadn’t thought to bring any 
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summer gear, there was no reason to, I hadn’t been anticipating a 
holiday, had I? 

At lunch time, Mylene pointed to a restaurant on the promenade. 
We drank beer and ordered mussels and chips. The Belgian national 
dish, Mylene told me, only half pulling my leg, it seemed.

It was hard to think I’d be back in London the next morning. 
We went back to the beach. Mylene looked fabulous in her bikini 

on top of that she knew where she was going.
Around four we drove back to Brugge and fucked. 
It had been a fantastic day, one of the best I’d ever had. 
Mylene had class, her family was well-off, and she fucked well.
I mean what more could you want?

Thinking back, Rimini had been a shock for us, a nice one, but 
nevertheless a shock. There were new buildings everywhere, good 
roads filled with shiny cars and scooters. It overflowed with foreign 
tourists enjoying themselves in restaurants and bars.

How come there were still bomb sites everywhere in Pimlico?
I mean it was in what I call the heart of London. A sort of 

showcase, a symbol of national pride, or something like that, you 
know, palaces, parks, monuments, historical buildings, Downing 
Street, Parliament, offices, shops and department stores, hotels, 
railway stations, and bomb sites.

The Pimlico, where I grew up was an island, a residential 
enclave with a small population, compared to other London 
boroughs.

There was a mixture of working and upper class families, not 
much of the latter, with council housing and upmarket residential 
properties. Not that many in the middle like us. That’s where we 
were I suppose. I never thought much about that, nor did my mates.

Funny, whichever class we belonged to, we all looked down on 
foreigners. With all our imagined British superiority we disdained 
the Ities with their supposed failings. This naturally made it difficult 
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to accept the evidence of Italy’s modernity, at least what we saw of 
it, which was there, visible, before our very eyes. 

Those questions were far from our minds as we explored 
Rimini’s old town with its Roman monuments and the neighbouring 
beach to the south, Riccione and Cattolica.

We took a bus trip the ancient and independent Republic of San 
Marino, a city state we’d never heard of, half an hour’s ride inland. 
We got our passports stamped and paid a tax at the frontier. Then 
the bus climbed to the capital, perched on the hillside, just below 
the summit of Monte Titano.

The landscape was extraordinary. San Marino dominated the 
coastline and nearby hills of the Apennines.

Below stretched out before us were villages with a scattering of 
olive groves and vineyards, according to the guide. Of course we 
couldn’t have recognised an olive grove or a vineyard if they 
jumped up and bit us.

Above was the medieval fortress of Guaita.
We mingled with the crowds of tourists in the warm sunshine, 

exploring the historical centre of the city, marvelling at the 
architecture, the narrow streets and alleyways.

Of course we ignored the museums and places of cultural 
interest, focusing our attention on souvenir shops, ice-cream 
parlours and the spectacular views from the ramparts.

More importantly, we’d added another country to our list. 
France, Switzerland, Italy and now San Marino. Our knowledge of 
the world took a step forward and we felt all the wiser for it.

Another story to tell our families, friends and office pals when 
we returned to London.

Doug was the only one who owned a camera and he used it 
sparingly, leaving us few souvenirs of that first holiday abroad.

We never got round to drinking Italian espresso coffee. Besides 
the fact that my mates drank beer, the Italian stuff bore no 
resemblance to what we were used to in London coffee bars. Not 
only was it much too strong to our taste, but the thick brew at the 
bottom of the tiny cups wasn’t worth the money.
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Towards the end of our holiday, I decided to spend my money on 
gear, not beer. To start with a watch. I paid the equivalent of three 
quid for it. It looked great, which made me all the more pissed off 
when it started to fall apart, even before we’d got home.

I also went in for a pale blue v-neck pullover in lightweight 
wool. It contrasted nicely with my suntan. The trouble was the 
colour ran after the first wash and the soft wool turned into a sad 
shapeless sack.

On our journey home, we changed trains in Milan with a 
stopover of two or three hour, which gave us time to briefly explore 
the city.

From the steps of the magnificent Milano Centrale railway 
station, we were greet by the sight of the just completed Pirelli 
Building on via Luigi Galvani.

We were astonished.
Thirty two floors.
There was nothing comparable in London. London, the centre of 

the fucking world, the centre of the British fucking Empire, or what 
was left of it.

How come the Ities, who Montgomery, we were told, had 
unceremoniously booted out of North Africa, had built such a 
magnificent building? We were lost for an explanation, uneasily 
dismissing it as some inexplicable wonder.

As for myself it was irrefutable proof that an exciting world 
existed beyond the shores of Blighty.

I remembered returning to the office the following Monday, nut 
brown, wearing my dodgy three quid watch and my powder blue v-
neck pullover. The other lads in the office thought I was a hero.

One of them, a newly engaged junior, Dave Farrow, Farraboy to 
us older lads, confided three or four years later he’d thought I was 
rich!

He came from Dagenham, which explained everything.
My disappointment at the quality of my Italian souvenirs didn’t 

prevent me from buying a Lambretta scooter the following year, 
following Gord's’ lead, as usual.
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We paid one hundred and forty three quid for our bright new 
Lambrettas and unwittingly joined the Mods. We definitely weren’t 
Rockers.

Everybody had heard about Mods and Rockers, even Mylene had 
heard of their wars in Southend. Rockers were the successors to 
Teds, who were practically extinct.

Teds were generally fairly thick, menacing, often looking for 
bother. They were easy to spot in their drain pipe trousers and Gene 
Vincent leather jackets. Their hair hair combed in Elvis style quiffs 
with long sideburns.

The Teds reputation for violence was exaggerated, though it 
wasn’t worth testing. Some serious punch ups between gangs did 
take place in the East End and the Elephant, but those districts were 
beyond the pale to us in Pimlico. 

In any case we gave the few Teds that remained a wide berth.
I told my stories to Mylene, leaving out the dodgy bits.
My Italian adventure was always a success with the birds, kept 

them in fits, and she was no different. Whenever I was lost for 
something to say, I always fell back on my adventures on the 
continent. They worked wonders.

28 Bridget Bardot

After Rimini, which I must admit, marked my life, came my 
discovery of France and the French Riviera.

It was on the Rivera I discovered French girls. Tanned and slim 
in ‘God Created a Woman’ bikinis. They were sexy, but distant. My 
school boy French was not up to it. In any case I didn’t have the 
balls, was frightened of being laughed at.

Going back to the continent had become almost an obsession. It 
was the only thing on my mind, besides sex, which I was not getting 
much of. 

Of course I didn’t tell that to Mylene, who encouraged me to 
continue my story.
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One of the other lads in office at Cavendish Square, Lou Dufour, 
or Lucian Henri Marcel Dufour, according to his passport, was 
sufficiently impressed by the account of my exploits in Italy to 
suggest we go camping in France the following summer.

We were both tight on cash, so the idea of camping seemed 
great. We figured that by going on his motorbike and sharing costs 
we could manage a couple of weeks on the Riviera.

The Riviera, that sounded fabulous. A couple of weeks on the 
beaches like those we’d seen in Bridget Bardot’s films. 

Lou spoke perfect French. His parents were French, though he 
was born in London. They’d left France to join de Gaulle in 1940, 
and had never returned.

He’d had only been home a couple of times and that was when 
he was a kid. His excuse was French national service. He’d always 
been afraid of being called up, what with the wars in Vietnam and 
Algeria.

He’d always kidded us he’d be arrested as soon as he set foot in 
France. Perhaps it was true, but it seemed a bit far fetched to us.

In England, he’d avoided the call-up, for medical reasons. We all 
laughed at him. As far as we could make out he was as healthy as 
the rest of us, but a bit of a hypochondriac.

Finally, to his relief, he was declared unfit for military service in 
France and was free to go home without fear of being arrested.

Lou, three years older than me, considered himself God’s gift not 
only to women, but also to the firm and the world in general. On the 
more positive side he was a fickler for details and a good organiser.

We were both hard up for cash. Not only was I still on a stingy 
wage, but I usually blew it over the weekends, which made saving 
difficult.

Lou earned a bit more, but paying for his Norton he wasn’t 
rolling in it.

We figured we could do the whole eighteen day trip for a total of 
twenty five quid each, all included. That was great by me.

I could rely on Lou’s calculations. In the office we joked he was 
so tight with money he squeaked. A good thing I suppose as I 
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handed over my cash to him. I’d agreed he could manage our 
budget, petrol and all that, because whatever happened we needed 
to keep enough cash for emergencies and get back home by other 
means if need be.

Lou’s single cylinder 500cc Norton Manxman wasn’t the latest 
model, but it was powerful, better that Bob Wright’s scooter. Bob 
was our section leader. If he’d made it on a scooter, then so could 
we. 

A couple of years before, he’d made the same trip to the 
Mediterranean with his wife, Ivy, perched on the back of their 
125cc Vespa. 

One thousand six hundred miles round trip, London-St Tropez, 
on a fucking Vespa, can you imagine it, a fucking miracle, at sixty 
miles an hour. They’d spent more time being buffeted by the wind 
on the road than on the beach. 

It stood to reason with Lou’s Norton the journey would be a 
piece of cake. On top of that we had more time, nearly three weeks, 
what with the August bank holiday in the middle.

Our total baggage was limited. There were just the Norton’s two 
side racks, plus what could be fixed on behind the passenger seat. It 
was not much for two people, especially with our tent, which, small 
as it was, took up all the space behind the pillion. 

It a Friday evening in early August when rolled off the ferry in 
Calais. Lou was not used to driving on the right and found the first 
roundabouts, practically non-existent at home, difficult to get used 
to.

What immediately struck me most were the bright shades of 
yellows, reds and blues, colours so startlingly different from home, 
as was just about everything else.

I’d briefly seen France, from the boat and train, on my journey to 
Rimini the previous summer.

It struck me as very different from Italy, very different, nothing 
like Rimini.

Close up, France was a totally new world.
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That first night we pitched our tent on the roadside somewhere to 
the north of Abbeville. Contrary to our expectations we had not 
found a camping site. On top of that we were wet and hungry. A 
cold heavy mist had descended, settling all over the countryside, 
swallowing up everything, including the road signs.

Not a good start.
Early the next morning we were awoken by the sound of heavy 

trucks rumbling past and discovered we were just a few feet from 
the roadside. Shivering with the cold we folded the tent, strapped it 
on the Norton and set off to find a place for breakfast.

In the next village we stopped at a café. There was one large 
table around which sat lorry drivers, a postman and other early 
birds. Lou ordered breakfast in fluent French. I went for a piss and 
inspected the place.

I was bewildered by the Turkish crapper, the first time I’d ever 
seen one.

That smell of Gauloise cigarettes, wine and coffee hung in the air 
with the chatter of French voices. Normal it was a café. Coffee with 
tartines, that’s what they called buttered French baguette. Our 
breakfast was delicious and welcome after the bitterly cold night in 
what we now realised was a very flimsy and inadequate tent.

What astonished me most was to see lorry drivers tucking 
heartily into steak and chips and knocking back red wine at seven in 
the morning. Some of the other customers just took a thick black 
coffee or a glass of white wine.

We got lost as we crossed Paris. Then once across the Seine and 
out of the city’s southern suburbs, we hit the N7 and headed south 
towards Lyons, where a welcome and spectacular improvement in 
the weather greeted us.

That night, somewhere near Montélimar, we followed a 
‘Camping’ sign. About a kilometre off the road, we found ourselves 
in front of a decrepit eighteenth century demeure bourgeoise, as 
Lou called it, which looked more like one of those haunted houses 
in a hair raising French thriller.
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We set up our tent in the garden under the eye of our host, an 
eager though somewhat strange individual.

Diner was served to us alone in a front room, where the furniture 
looked as if it dated back to the origin of the house.

Like good Brits we asked for butter for our baguette. A huge slab 
was presented.

As we sipped our soup, served from a large antique blue and 
white china tureen, the house creaked and an almost spectral 
atmosphere hung over us.

We ate the rest of the meal in almost total silence. The only other 
sign of life appeared with our host when he arrived to serve us, 
silently placing the next dish on the table with a thin uneasy smile. 

Guests were clearly few and far between.
The dinner was excellent.
After eating we returned to our tent and the lights went out. The 

darkness was near total, the night warm and the air full of the sound 
of cicadas.

As we settled down to sleep, we heard to our dismay movements 
outside the tent, whether it was animals or not I’ll never know. But 
the headline drama of the Drummond family’s lurid assassination, 
in 1952,  by a French peasant, Gaston Dominici, rattled my nerves.

I tossed and turned for what I thought was the best part of the 
night as dire thoughts ran through my mind before finally falling 
into a restless asleep.

When day broke all was normal and after breakfast we headed 
off for the N7 and Marseilles with a feeling of relief.

An hour later we came to a stop on a steep hill in a run down 
district on the outskirts of the city.

On the pavement, in front a black greasy motorcycle repair shop, 
I stood watching Lou as he tried to persuade a very dubious 
mechanic the Norton could be repaired.

With the temperature in the thirties, the clutch, which had been 
showing signs of wear, had seized-up and we’d free wheeled half 
way down the hill. As chance would have it, a line of dusty Mopeds 
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and lightweight motorcycles appeared, line up on the pavement. 
Lou, recognising the repair shop for what it was, pulled up. 

It seemed that the clutch mechanism plates had seized up in the 
heat and needed replacing. We were out of luck, not only big 
cylinder bikes were rare, but Norton spare parts were unheard of in 
Marseilles. 

After a long discussion, Lou finally persuaded the mechanic he 
could repair the clutch himself, providing he had use of a few tools. 
A couple of hours later, at the cost of a few francs, we were 
cautiously on our way again. 

How long the repair would last was uncertain, forcing us to 
abandon the idea of going as far as the Italy. We paused in a 
roadside café to reassess our plan, then, after pouring over our map, 
we headed in the direction of Cassis and Bandol to the east of 
Marseilles.

29 Bandol

It was early August and most of the camping sites were booked 
out. But, between Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer and Bandol, tucked away in 
one of the many calanques, we found one with a vacancy.
It was perched on the edge of the limestone cliffs overlooking the 
sea. A small corner of paradise.

After the grubby polluted Marseilles suburbs and the route 
nationale, the contrast could not have been greater. The clean air, 
the dark green foliage of the maritime pines set against the stark 
blue of the Mediterranean, and the white limestone hills in the 
background, was an almost miraculous transformation.

Our tent saved us. It was small, very small and the camping 
manager found us a small spot, just beyond a rough and ready stone 
wall that overlooked low cliffs and a path that led down to the sea’s 
edge.

It was early afternoon, not a cloud in the sky with the 
temperature hovering in the low thirties, when we unloaded the 
Norton that had earned a good rest.
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Below, campers were stretched out sunning themselves on the 
rocks, others were swimming in the transparent waters of the small 
cove.

We were less than an hour from from St Tropez. Bridget Bardot 
and all that. It was unbelievable.

We’d made it.
After we’d pitched the tent and organised ourselves, I left Lou at 

the information desk deep in conversation with the manager, I 
plonked myself in a café just outside the camp site. 

Without too much difficulty I managed to order a beer. Then 
concentrated my attention on the French birds walking by dressed in 
short shorts, tanktops and bikinis.

I remember seeing ‘God Created a Woman’ at a cinema that 
showed foreign films on Kings Road in Chelsea. Bardot was like a 
goddess and now the road was crawling with girls like her in front 
of my very eyes.

I pulled out my packet of Gauloise, then after racking my mind, I 
remembered the words I’d learnt at school.

I turned to a couple of birds at a table next to me. ‘Avez-vous un 
feu?’ I said casually waving my cigarette.

They rolled up with laughter.
I shrivelled up in embarrassment.
Mylene doubled up when I told her that. It always made them 

laugh. It was good to poke fun at yourself. Made you more human.
Camping in France was unbelievable, though judging from the 

camping sites and caravans we passed on the road to Blankenberge, 
it seemed not so different in Belgium.

Mylene drove fast in her Mini, expertly, but put the fear of god 
into me when she overtook slow moving caravans and cars on the 
wrong side of the road.

In Bandol, the tents, with exception of ours, were as big as small 
houses, fitted with fridges, radios, TVs, beds, tables, chairs and 
even the kitchen sink. Some of them were like extensions to 
caravans.
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Compared to camping at home it was another world.
Of course in England there was no guaranty of good weather. 

Camping more often than not was a wash out.
As the evening approached the campers started to busy 

themselves. The women preparing the dinner. The men gathered 
together, a glass of pastis in the hand, for a game of boules.

Younger people like ourselves listened to the latest hits on their 
transistors. ‘Ciao Ciao Bambina’, Sacha Distel singing ‘Scoubidou’, 
Paul Anka, Buddy Holly and Jerry Keller with ‘Here Comes 
Summer’. 

We, with our tiny tent pitched outside the perimeter wall, were 
the poor relatives. With no means to cook, or even heat a can of 
baked beans, we had no other choice than to set out to find a cheap 
place to eat along the Route de la Calanque, which led into Bandol 
itself.

The next day we stocked up on tinned food and beer before 
buying a couple of fresh baguettes at the local bakers. Our first meal 
consisted of sardines on fresh baguette, sitting on the stone wall 
overlooking the calanque. There we watched, from the shade of the 
pines, divers with snorkels and masks diving in the sparkling clear 
sea, spear guns clutched in their hands. 

With the long journey was behind us, from Calais to Paris, down 
the mythical, but dangerous and often potholed N7, to Marseilles, 
through lazy villages, past never ending lines of plane trees, we 
were ready to enjoy two weeks of beach and sun.

Once I’d got over my disappointment of not making it to Italy, 
we settled down to a daily routine of exploring the calanques, where 
I discovered an unimagined underwater world filled with shoals of 
brightly coloured fish and forests of waving sea weed.

It was like Cousteau’s film ‘The Silent World’, in which we, like 
the rest of the world, discovered his strange and wonderful universe 
for the very first time. 

But this was real and weighted down with a heavy rock I dived 
down into the depths, swimming through the shadows of waving 
seaweed, between bright beams of sunlight and through shoals of 
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darting fish. Amongst the rocks, I spotted sea urchins, crabs and 
many other curious undersea denizens, including an octopus.

In comparison, Rimini was flat with nothing but sand and a 
cloudy sea floor, though there were other compensations.

France was very different to Italy. Camping on the rocky plateau, 
precariously perched on the white limestone cliffs, surrounded by 
pines was a totally different experience to the neat lines of 
deckchairs, beach huts and tourists of Rimini.

Apart from the campers there were no crowds and we were far 
from the noise and traffic of the N7. 

Lou, speaking French, was soon chatting away with our 
neighbours, which left me effectively dumb, to my own means. I 
explored the area surrounding the camp site, cafés where I soon 
learned how to correctly order a beer and ask a waiter for an 
ashtray.

Those images lingered in my mind for months after I returned to 
the humdrum conformity of London. The colours, the luminosity, 
the trees and plants, not to mind the birds. The ones in bikinis.

It had been like looking in one of those Bond Street windows. 
Lots of nice things, but not for me.

30 The Costa Brava

I had to wait another three years before my next escape to the 
sun.

As we saved to get married and find a deposit on the flat, I, we, 
that’s Carol and myself, lived in forced deprivation. To all intents I 
was skint, stony-broke.

Life became a monotonous routine.
We lived in our bubble, convinced we were doing the right thing.
We conformed.
Once we started to get on our feet, manage our budget, we 

decided to take a holiday in Spain. By then we were the proud 
owners of a second-hand Triumph Herald. It was in good nick, not 
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too many miles on the clock, and I reckoned it could survive the trip 
to Spain and back, providing I didn’t push it too hard.

My idea was to head for the nearest point in the sun, which 
looking at the map seemed to be San Sebastian, on the north west 
coast of Spain, directly south from Calais.

That summer as we tooled down the French Atlantic coast the 
weather turned wet and windy. I hadn’t realised that the weather on 
the Atlantic coast was unpredictable, but it was too late.

Carol who’d never been abroad cried with disappointment. So, 
on reaching Bordeaux, I took the situation in hand. After a quick 
gander at our map, I cut across country towards the Pyrenees and 
the Mediterranean, where we crossed into Spain at La Jonquera.

At some point along the way we crossed that invisible line that 
separates the Atlantic and Mediterranean climates. As if by magic 
the weather changed and Carol was smiling again. I don’t blame 
her. I mean our idea of the continent was sunshine and beaches.

We headed south and hit the coast at Rosas in the early evening. 
It was fantastic. The weather was warm and the crowds were out. 
Throngs of suntanned tourists strolling past bars and restaurants, 
pausing to look for souvenirs, shop for leather goods and summer 
gear. 

With the Pyrenees for a backdrop, umbrella pines, cypresses and 
palm trees dotting the scenery, we couldn’t have asked for more. 

It was different from France, very different.
I was getting used to cross border changes.
It was an eye opener. Everybody looked like they’d made it, 

happy, suntanned, wearing smart new clothes.
The bars and restaurants overflowed. Shops sold all kinds of 

fancy goods, the kind of swish stuff you’d find at Casa Tio near 
Sloane Square, but at three or four times less the price back home. 

I barely realised most of the people we saw were on holiday, like 
ourselves, in an a transient artificial world.

We stayed in Rosas for a few days, then Palamos, before 
exploring the Costa Brava with outings to Estartit, Palafruggal, and 
San Filiu de Guixols.
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It was a perfect holiday. We returned home with the Triumph 
loaded to the roof with Spanish souvenirs, decorative trivia, 
stoneware and blue ceramics.

It’s a pity it didn’t last.
The commuting drudge could spoil anything.

31 Escapism

Working was a habit. I’d never though much about it before. I 
found myself channelled into an invariable routine from the very 
start. To the office every morning, the Poly every evening directly 
from the office, home late, no questions asked.

Talk about grindstone.
‘Give me a child until he is seven and I will show you the man.’ 

That’s the Jesuits for you. St Ignatius Loyola. My dad had told me 
about them. Soldiers of Christ. Right bastards.

I was sixteen, not seven, when the process started at Cavendish 
Square, where the firm’s idea was to transform us lads into obedient 
drudges, for the directors benefit.

I mean I didn’t have much money and you needed cash for just 
about everything, the Saturday night dance, Sunday flicks, holidays 
and all the rest. 

I’d got into the habit of spending most of my money on clothes.  
I mean looking good counted a lot, that meant the best cloth, the 
trouble was three or four quid a week didn’t go very far, especially 
when a made to measure suit at Sam Arkus cost sixteen quid.

That was a month’s wages, but what mattered was how I looked 
and once I’d seen the result of a bespoke tailor’s work I wore off the 
shelf gear again. 

It wasn’t surprising I got cheesed off with things. Where was the 
change? The fucking rewards they always talked about?

I got my kicks out of books, science fiction, then ancient history, 
you know Greeks and Romans. I even enrolled at London 
University for classes in ancient geography. Funny thinking about 
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it, Asimov to Herodotus, Herodotus to Tacitus. I never talked about 
that much. Birds would think I was a bit weird if talked about 
Xenophon, wouldn’t they.

I suppose it was what you’d called escapism.
‘The roots of education are bitter, but the fruit is sweet.’ That’s 

Aristotle. I suppose he was part of the system too.
After going to to Italy and France my confidence shot up. Not 

many of my mates had done that much.
I first met Carol at school. I suppose she was the girl next door 

kind. Me? Well I was the boy next door. She was fairly easygoing. 
Clear headed. No frills. She was a great girl. We lived near each 
other, walked home from school together,  led what you’d call fairly 
conventional, if not blinkered lives, in our Pimlico bubble.

In our families, people, that is our parents, worked hard. Their 
general idea was for us to succeed. That meant a good job, getting 
married, buying your own place and having kids. In that order.

Our marriage? Well, we’d simply come to the end of a 
relationship. There was nothing more to look forward to. Full stop.

What had become our humdrum in the rut lives became seriously 
complicated the day Tauntons sent me to Canaries.  It was what 
Father Bebe, our sincere but very emotional parish priest, would 
have described it as a revelation. An epiphany, if you've read the 
Gospel. Well the Canaries was a revelation, though I wasn’t Saint 
fucking Paul and Las Palmas was not Damascus, though I’d heard 
there was a few camels about. 

But revelation it was. The realisation there was an alternative 
existence to suburban life in the boonies at the end of the fucking 
District Line.

I mean nearly three weeks all paid in the sun and nobody telling 
me what to do. Swimming pool, booze and birds, all on the house, it 
was fucking unbelievable.

It was the canonisation of the thoughts that had been slowly 
forming in mind, thoughts interposed with images of Rimini, St 
Tropez and Palamos, and about what I wanted out of life, where I 
wanted to go.
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32 Holy Wine

By now you know I’m no alter boy, but it could have been much 
worst.

At Westminster Cathedral School, Miss Dwain, my teacher, a 
fervent English Catholic, tried to persuaded my mum I should 
become a priest.

Imagine, me a fucking priest.
God forgive me I even kissed Cardinal Griffin’s ring in a 

personal interview, see if I had a vocation for the priesthood. I went 
with my mum to the presbytery at Westminster Cathedral. She 
nearly burst with pride when I was presented to the great man. 
Blessed herself. She’s a good Catholic.

Well it’s obvious I didn’t become a priest, though I did become 
an alter boy. I served mass at our parish church, the Holy Apostles 
on Claverton Street, where with Gord, I drank holy wine, ate 
communion wafers and I helped myself generously from the 
collection plate. 

On the positive side, being an alter boy introduced me to foreign 
languages. Dead ones. We learned to recite the responses to the 
mass in Latin. Parrot fashion. But I did get to understand some of it, 
you know, in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti, stuff like 
that. I even learnt a few words in Greek, ancient, that is, like kratos, 
tyrannos, which could have described our school’s visiting priest or 
our headmaster, as for dēmokratía, it didn’t exist, at least for us.

As altar boys we liked serving at marriages, that’s when we got a 
few bob from the happy couple. Funerals on the other hand were 
different, they weren’t exactly celebrations. Though some of the 
bereaved must have been happy to get rid of their rich old grannies, 
because they tipped us. Probably for giving the service a befittingly 
sad air about it.

My divorce with the Church came when I went to Buckingham 
Gate School. It was C of E. That’s where I met Carol.

As I said, Pimlico was a small world, and most of the people 
who lived there worked in Westminster, Chelsea or Kensington. 
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Logical. There were plenty of jobs, what with all the offices, banks, 
insurance companies, institutions and government offices. 

It went a long way to explaining how I started worked at 
Cavendish Square and why my dad worked at the Mayfair.

In fact it was my dad’s contacts at Cavendish Square that got me 
that first job. One of the firm’s departments worked for the Mayfair.

You scratch mine and I’ll scratch yours.
That’s the way it worked.

33 Drudge

Every morning I walked to Cavendish Square, down Rochester 
Row, through Broadway House, across Green Park, St James Street, 
Piccadilly, up Bond Street and then across Oxford Street.

When the office moved to Berkley Square, I was just across the 
gardens from the Mayfair. Then I walked past Victoria Station, 
Buckingham Palace Road, past the palace itself every morning, 
across St James Park to Piccadilly and up Bruton Street.

I followed the crowds of commuters pouring out of Victoria 
Station. Where they came from? I had no idea, and in reality never 
gave it much thought. Not one of those who worked in the office 
lived in Central London, or even near it.

Work was the core of my existence, as was respect and 
obedience to my superiors. Holidays were so short as to be almost 
non-existent and the wages paid so low that any kind of a holiday 
was short, and if not nasty, near to home.

The Poly on Upper Regent Street was just two minutes on foot 
from Cavendish Square. It was near ten in the evening when I 
arrived home, on foot. I could have taken the bus, but by Tuesday 
I’d already blown my wages.

It was more pleb than London University, or the London School 
of Art which was not far away on Tottenham Court Road. Students 
went to the university, the meaning of which was vague, but most of 
them liked trad, that’s traditional jazz, and classical music. Bearded 
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wonders and beatniks went to art school, they liked Lonnie 
Donegan and Skiffle, skip jived, creeps.

We were serious people, that is us lads in the office. Budding 
engineers. Bent over our drawing boards in our white coats, 
designing machines that had a value and purpose.

Us younger lads went for Rock ‘n Roll, the older ones liked jazz, 
Count Basie and Ella Fitzgerald.

Though Gord and myself were different in many ways, we had a 
lot in common. Firstly, we were both Catholics of Irish descent, 
myself more so than him, his father was English, both my parents 
were Irish, in addition I could claim that I was conceived on the 
Emerald Isle. We both lived in Pimlico, attended the same parish 
church on Claverton Street and went to the same schools.

In the fifties, Pimlico floated in a kind of limbo as London set 
about rebuilding itself after being extensively damaged by bombing 
during the war.

The district’s socially mixed population was a mere ten or fifteen 
thousand. There were the well off, such as those who lived in 
Morpeth Mansions, where Winston Churchill had once lived, or 
Dolphin Square with its private swimming pool. Working class 
families lived in Peabody Buildings, Millbank Estate and the newly 
built Churchill Gardens.

Many of the grand Victorian homes in the district had been 
transformed into flats or B&Bs like my parents, where the social 
strata was less clearly defined.

We went to a Catholic school, which probably explains a lot.  
Westminster Cathedral School, which was not as grand as it sounds, 
on Great Peters Street, within walking distance of home.

Miss Dwain proudly told us it had been founded a century 
before. Originally on Horseferry Road. It had moved to Great Peter 
Street by the time I went there. 

It was first run by the Jesuit Fathers, a right lot of bastards my 
dad told me. That was before Westminster Cathedral had been built. 
After the cathedral’s consecration, in 1910, the diocese took over 
the school.
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It was a small building, ground floor plus two others, one 
hundred plus pupils, boys only. The girls had been transferred to St. 
Vincent’s in 1946, a convent school run by the Sisters of Mercy, 
that’s where I went to infant school, during the war.

As you can imagine I was well impregnated by the Catholic 
faith, not that it did much good, on the contrary all that confessing 
stuff put me off religion for life.

All that meant nothing to us kids. It was just the place where we 
went to school.

Soon after I started at Great Peter Street, Gord joined the school. 
He was introduced to my class one morning as a new boy. He 
couldn’t have passed unnoticed in the playground. He was skinny 
with bright red hair, his pale skin covered with an ocean of freckles. 

‘Gordon Denyer will be joining your class,’ the headmaster 
announced.

Gord was turned into an instant hero when he succeeded in 
pissing over the urinal wall, from the outside bogs on the first floor.

‘Jock’ MacMillan, one of our teachers, a hard bitten Scott, 
standing in the playground below, thought it was raining. 

Then he caught on. Rain doesn’t smell like piss.  
He reacted by charging furiously up the iron stairs to the bogs.  

Jock was out of luck, Gord had already scarpered.
We weren’t saints and caused no end of bother with our lunch 

times forays into Westminster Abbey, where we became the bane of 
the beadles. 

I even sat on the Coronation Chair, over the Stone of Scone. I 
must have been ten or eleven. That came to a head when with the 
help of the gang I heaved a huge double edged sword from its 
socket, abandoning it on the floor when an elderly beadle appeared. 
Furious, he chased us out, past Westminster School, not ours, to 
Great Smith Street, pursuing us with ungodly threats. 

Luckily for us the poor old sod was past chasing ten year olds.
It was a long time before I returned to the Abbey.
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We generally avoided the Cathedral, where we could have been 
recognised, though we liked looking at the embalmed body of 
Blessed John Southworth with its silver mask. The thought that he’d 
been hanged, drawn and quartered, and his body sewn together and 
parboiled, excited our imagination.

34 Stale Fags

It as half an hour from Brugge to the Ostend ferry terminal. 
Mylene clung to me in a tearful au revoir. 
I was getting used to those goodbyes.
Once on the ferry I found my way to the lounge where the smell 

of cold beer, stale fags and diesel fumes, churned my guts. The 
British Railways ferry was like a cold fucking shower, a brutal 
reminder of my problems at home, and the long night ahead.

Sometime after midnight, shuddering and throbbing, it made its 
way out of Ostend harbour and I said goodbye to Belgium.

Ferries and their familiar smells reminded me of the annual 
pilgrimage to Ireland with my parents when I was a kid. It wasn’t so 
much as a holiday rather a family duty, which transformed my 
summer holidays into a pain. 

It started three months before our departure when my mum went 
to Paddington railway station, where she collected ‘sailing tickets’. 
Reservations for the sea crossing from Fishguard to Rosslare.

It was a haphazard arrangement, but it worked. Those in 
possession of a ‘sailing ticket’ were assured of a place on the boat at 
a given date. Sailing tickets were free of cost and allowed 
passengers to buy their train and boat tickets at a later date.

I remember setting off with my cousin, Tom, on one of our last 
journeys to Ireland together. We were fourteen when we left from 
Paddington at the beginning of July. It was hot and with the 
compartment windows wide open soot and fly ash from the engine 
flew everywhere.
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The two hundred and fifty miles train journey took five or six 
hours and we arrived in Fishguard Harbour late in the night. There 
we boarded the ferry for a stormy sixty mile crossing to Rosslare in 
County Wexford.

It was six in the morning when the ship docked in rain sodden 
Rosslare Harbour, a dismal sight. Not that we cared. The crossing 
had been a nightmare.

Even with our feet on terra firma we continued to vomit, a 
reflex, as we dragged our suitcases to the Dublin bound train. Four 
carriages and a dinky steam engine.

From Rosslare it took another hour to our grandparents in 
Enniscorthy, where our grandfather and Aunty Peggy waited for us 
at the station.

We ran wild that last summer in Ireland. Free without a care.
That now seemed a long way away as I stared out over the rail at 

the dark sea.

35 Reality

The crossing to Margate was smooth. A mill pond. Four hours. 
By the time I was through passport and customs it was after five 

in the morning. Monday morning. I waited another hour in the 
freezing train before it finally crawled out of Margate, nearly two 
hours from Victoria in London.

The long journey home on the ferry and train at least gave me the 
time to think things over. I was in the shite. There was the question 
of spousal maintenance as my solicitor called it. Why was Carol 
thinking about? Revenge? I mean she had a job, it wasn’t as if there 
were any kids. Things hadn’t worked out, she’d get over it. 
Probably one of the fuck bags in the legal department where she 
worked had put her up to it.

It was probably one of the same cunts who’d grabbed my 
Cortina. The same one who’d been poking about in my fuck pad 
when I was down on the South Coast with Elsa.
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My solicitor told me not to worry. I’d only been married a couple 
of years and there were no children. The divorce would be a 
formality. Adultery. Full stop. A decree nisi, he said. That, he 
explained, was a court ruling fixing the date when a marriage would 
end, unless a good reason not to grant a divorce was found.

I’d think about that when the time came.
I went directly to the Grange, said hello to my mum, showered, 

grabbed some breakfast, then took the underground to Chancery 
Lane.

It was past twelve when I strolled into the annexe office, as 
casually as I could. 

Mike sitting at his desk eating a sandwich.
‘Wotcha mate,’ he said half looking up.
‘Anybody looking for me?’
‘No, they’re all out this morning.’ They meaning Phil Palmer and 

Bill Manston.
‘Great,’ I breathed a sign of relief. I still felt shagged after the 

night on the train.
I stuck my brief case on my chair. I didn’t let on I’d just got 

back. Leaving Mike to think I’d stayed the weekend at my mum’s.
‘Oh yeah. Your estate agent called, said it’s important.’
I picked up the phone and called the agent.
‘I’ve good good news, a pleasant surprise, Mr Wolfe,’ He always 

spoke about pleasant surprises as if I was some gullible fuck.
‘Good.’
‘The buyer’s loan has been approved, I’ve taken the liberty to 

contact the respective solicitors and we can sign on the thirtieth, in 
two weeks, if you agree.’

It was good news.’
‘I’ll call my solicitor. He’ll speak with my wife.’ 
We weren’t yet on speaking terms.
No more mortgage payments and the cash from the sale would 

give me some breathing space. 
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I picked up the phone and called Mylene, she was waiting for my 
call.

‘I miss you already,’ she said.
‘Me too,’ I replied in a low voice so Mike wouldn’t hear.
‘I can come over in a couple of weeks if you like.’
‘Of course, I’d like that. Just let me know the details. I’ll call you 

later in the week.’
‘Yes, I love you.’
‘Me to.
I hung up.
‘Oh, another thing,’ said Mike with an innocent look on his face. 

‘Ian Mills telephoned he wanted to know if you were back.’
‘I’ll call him.’
‘He told me.’
I shrugged feigning indifference.
‘Out of the frying pan...,’ said Mike returning to his sandwich.
I shuffled the papers on my desk.
‘It’s your life mate,’ he added returning to his sandwich.
I’d only been away a few days, but it seemed like weeks.
A lot had happened.
I felt more mature if that’s the word, sober, realistic.
True to Ian Mill’s promise I made the front cover of the Heating 

& Ventilating News a month later, much to the chagrin of 
Tauntons’ directors who had written the whole thing off as a waste 
of time. Not that it would have changed anything for them. 

For me it was a reference.
It was time to look at things seriously.
Apart from Belgium, I’d spent the last three months fucking and 

splashing my money around. What was left? A sore dick and an 
empty bank account. On the positive side I’d learnt more than I’d 
ever learnt at the Poly, or anywhere else. The world was larger than 
Chancery Lane, Upminster or Pimlico.

From now on I would do whatever I wanted to, with a bit of 
forethought, everything depended entirely on me.
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Whatever happened with Mylene only time would tell.
In any case the was no shortage of birds. As for money there was 

plenty to be made if I got out of the commuting rut.
On the job front, if Tauntons went belly up, as it seemed they 

would, I could always find another firm to work for. It was my 
patter, my knowledge and experience, that had got the contracts for 
them.

My immediate problem was a place to live. My had mum hinted 
she could fix me up with a room, if I wanted. The high season was 
practically over so it wouldn’t be a problem.

After work, I’d go back to the Grange, tell her what I’d seen in 
Belgium. The hotel in Brugge and all that, obviously leaving out the 
sex bit.

I’d swallow my fucking pride, listen to her. I mean it wasn’t the 
end of the world. I'd tell her the place on Tachbrook Street was a 
good idea. It would solve everything. She’d arrange the loan. We’d 
modernise it. I’d keep my job at Tauntons or wherever else.

The End




