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Mum first spied the advert whilst lying on the sofa, browsing the pages
of the City News: a job with a difference, appropriately framed in bold,
black lines.

Like most ’70s teenagers, I’d been skulking in my room, listening
to records, playing air guitar and singing to my reflection in the mirror
– my reflection and a crowd of screaming groupies! It was thirsty work,
so I briefly interrupted my performance to nip downstairs for a glass of
milk. As I walked through the door, Mum waved the newspaper and
announced, “There’s a job here that would be ideal for you.”

“Yeah?” I smiled blankly, then trotted off into the kitchen to pour
my milk.

Mum followed me, rattling the paper in my ear. “Yes, they’re
looking for strong swimmers who’d like to work with dolphins.”

Now she had my attention. “Dolphins?” I repeated, craning my
neck to read the ad over her shoulder. “Doing what?”

“Presenting them in shows.”
“Wow…”
I could understand why Mum felt the job would suit me: I’d been a

powerful swimmer from being a small child, competing at the highest
levels in town galas. I had a strong affinity with animals, loved the sea and
loved fish. I loved swimming with fish in my snorkel and mask; loved
being a fish, wearing an Aqua-Lung and flippers; and loved watching fish
as they explored their compact world within my magnificent tropical fish
tank. In fact, the only thing I didn’t love about fish was eating them! But,
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of course, I knew that a dolphin wasn’t a fish – it was a mammal. Fab!
Theoretically, I’d make an ideal candidate. But there was one huge

drawback: I was apprenticed to Dad in the sign-writing business and, if
I got the job, I’d have to leave him. I didn’t think I could do that.

“Well?” Mum persisted. “Will you apply?”
“It sounds terrific… but I don’t think so. Wouldn’t be fair to Dad,

would it?”
Mum frowned. “Your Dad wouldn’t stand in your way if that’s

what you wanted to do.”
“No… I guess not.” But he would be hurt, I thought. And I didn’t

want that. So, I shrugged my shoulders, retrieved my milk and
wandered back upstairs to resume my gig.

And that was that – for me, at least. Not for Mum. Next morning,
she called the number and left my details. Well, for the past eighteen
years, she’d cooked my meals, washed my laundry, made my bed, lain
out my clothes and generally cosseted me, so why shouldn’t she apply
for a job on my behalf? Only one thing: she forgot to mention it to me,
so when I received the message calling me for an interview, it came as
a complete surprise.

Within days, I found myself languishing in a queue of around two
hundred interviewees at the local zoo. We hung around for hours
waiting to be seen, exchanging life histories, gossiping about the advert
and fantasising about escaping the dull routine of suburban life. Most of
us had only ever seen a dolphin in photographs or on TV, but we’d all
heard a treasury of tales about these friendly sea-dwellers.

To be honest, up until then I hadn’t actually thought about dolphins,
or what working with them might entail. Instead, my head had teemed
with unrealistic visions of white sands and palm trees stretching as far as
the eye could see; crystal waters abundant with brightly clad fish; never-
ending sunshine. It was almost as good as being a rock star!

My turn came at last, and I was ushered into a small, plain room,
where three men were sitting behind a table, armed with pads and
pens. As I lowered myself into the chair opposite them, they put me in
mind of the three wise monkeys: See No Evil, Hear No Evil, Speak No
Evil.

]  T H E  P E R F E C T  P A I R ^
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One of them, a small, dark-haired man with black, beetle-like eyes,
introduced the panel. His name was Rogers, and he was head of the
dolphin project. Next, he introduced a Mr Blair, head zookeeper, and
finally Mr Philip Haynes, veterinary surgeon – world-famous veterinary
surgeon, I would later learn. Both men greeted me with a nod and a
smile, but the vet in particular struck me with the warmth of his
presence.

Then, the interview began in earnest.
“Why did you come to this interview?” Rogers’ first question

seemed abrupt and almost aggressive.
“I think I could do this job.”
“What makes you think that?”
Taken aback, I glanced at the other two men. Haynes nodded

encouragingly, a slight smile playing about his lips.
“I’m a strong swimmer – I’ve swum in competitions. I love animals,

and my pride and joy at home is my tropical fish tank. I think I’d be
good working with dolphins.”

Haynes’ smile widened. “Have you ever seen a dolphin, David?”
“Only on telly.”
“So, what makes you think you’d make a good presenter?” Blair

interjected. 
“Well, I’m confident with people, and I’m a good talker.”
“Who says you’re a good talker?” Rogers again, cool and snappy.
“Everyone.”
“So, have you worked with animals before?” Blair asked.
“No, but I have a dog. His name is Butch.”
“Ah, so you are experienced in handling an animal. Excellent!”

Haynes again. This almost felt like a good cop, bad cop scenario. “How
would you feel about leaving home?” he continued. “If we were to
offer you the job, you’d eventually be working at one of two pools,
both some distance away.”

“Well, I’ve never been away from home before, but if that’s what
it takes, I’ll do it.” I felt somewhat surprised to hear myself saying that:
home had always been a loving and secure place, which I’d never
previously imagined leaving.

]  T H E  P E R F E C T  P A I R ^
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The interview lasted for about fifteen minutes, during which
time the head man remained brusque and critical, whilst the vet
tried to be encouraging and friendly. It felt as if he was trying to
shield me from Rogers’ icy probing, and I sensed strongly that he
liked me. 

I underwent a second interview about two weeks later: the same
three men asking pretty much the same questions. But when the
telephone call came inviting me for a third interview, I began to get
seriously excited. My name was now on a shortlist of only six people,
which meant I stood a good chance of getting the job. Suddenly, that
vision of a tropical ocean paradise lay within my grasp and, with it,
Hollywood-style glamour, fame and fortune.

For the next two days, I continued working with Dad, lettering
vans in dank workshops, a bright spark of anticipation warming the pit
of my stomach. But on returning home on the second evening, Mum
greeted me with a devastating message.

“They’ve been on from the zoo, David. They’ve decided to offer
the job to someone else.”

“Oh.” I stared at her blankly as she went on to explain that I’d only
narrowly missed out. It seems it had come down to a choice between
me and an ex-naval diver and, in light of his professional experience,
they’d decided on him.

As she broke the bad news, I could see the hurt in Mum’s eyes. She
knew how disappointed I’d be, and felt my pain as acutely as I did.

That evening, I ate dinner unenthusiastically, retreating early to bed
to lick my wounds. I felt as if I’d missed the chance of a lifetime: bright
lights, exotic adventure and playboy lifestyle. From now on, it would
be hard work and sombre suburban days after all.

I struggled to settle back into a routine, the intense disappointment
leaving me frustrated and dissatisfied.

But I didn’t suffer for long. Two days later, Mum took another call:
the panel had reviewed its decision and decided to take me on, along
with the diver.

I couldn’t believe it: the job was mine! I couldn’t think why they’d
changed their minds, but strongly suspected that the vet, Philip Haynes,
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had had something to do with it. Whatever, I’d arrived, and the
excitement left me breathless.

High! Low! High! My emotions were in turmoil, and this was only
the beginning. Had I only known then how much more frenzied this
shredding of my nerves would eventually become.

I was to be packed and gone within the week to a training pool in
North Liston, a small shire mining village. There, I would meet my
dolphins, and undergo a course in presenting. 

Whilst I was preparing to leave – or, more accurately, whilst Mum
was preparing me – the Company’s publicity machine kicked into
action, and the story of my success hit the newspaper: David Lands a
Dream of a Job. I read about myself with glee, relishing my first taste of
a future bathed in fame and publicity.

Days later, I was stepping onto the train from the busy platform of
City Railway Station. Farewell suburbia, farewell mundanity: hello
North Liston, doorway to exotic adventure.

North Liston… where was that again?

]  T H E  P E R F E C T  P A I R ^
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Just over an hour later, I disembarked the train at North Liston Railway
Station, my excitement already dampened. The vehicle of my great escape
had propelled me relentlessly across a landscape that grew greyer, bleaker
and more dispiriting by the second. Disconcertingly, I was the only
passenger to alight at the station, which had only two platforms and one
shabby station house. The only other person around was a short, stocky
fella dressed in full stationmaster regalia and grasping a silver whistle. He
bustled towards me, appraising me with sparkling grey eyes, set in a
heavily lined face. I could see him taking in my skinny purple granddad
shirt, blue split flares, platform boots and shoulder-length hair.

’E’s not from round ’ere!
“Are you from this ’ere marina?” he demanded breathlessly.
“Yeah, I am.”
A callused hand grabbed mine and gave it an enthusiastic shake.

“Pleased to meet yer, lad! Please to meet yer! It’s a grand thing fer our
village is this marina, a grand thing!”

I couldn’t help smiling. This ’ere marina was supposed to be a
closely guarded secret: dolphins were new to the UK, and a training
pool was unheard of, and should have stayed that way. But I was to find
out later that this ’ere marina had been the worst kept closely guarded
secret ever: for months, the whole village had been awaiting our arrival
with breathless excitement.

“You couldn’t by any chance tell me where Jim and Ida Butterworth
live, could you? That’s where I’m staying.”
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“Jim and Ida? Aye, lad, that I can – they’re not five minutes from
’ere! But be warned, the ’ouses where they live are kinda funny.”

“Funny? How do you mean?”
“Well, they’re built arse-uppards, so to speak.”
I gave him a puzzled look.
“The backs of the ’ouses face directly ont’ road, instead of t’other

way round. Still, yer shouldn’t ’ave any problems finding Jim and Ida –
just look for the ’ouse with the battered old pit bull on the step. Yer
can’t miss it – it’s the spittin’ image of Jim.” 

Except, never having met Jim, I didn’t know what he looked like
yet. Still, the dog should be easy enough to spot – there couldn’t be
that many battered old pit bulls lounging on steps around here. Or
could there?

I couldn’t help but wonder just what sort of place I had come to when
you could throw a couple of names at the stationmaster and instantly get
directions. Insular? Close-knit, certainly. Probably a real backwater.

I left the station and headed across a croft towards the main road.
There, just before me, stood the training pool: an old, red-bricked
building with a bell tower and steps leading up to a double swing door.
The stationmaster had told me that, if I turned left here, Jim and Ida’s
place would be less than fifty yards away.

I hesitated, uncertain whether to go straight to my digs or to
investigate the pool. Decision made, I crossed the road, climbed the
steps and pushed my way into the pool building.

I found myself in a dark, dampish lobby that smelled strongly of
chlorine and salt. Ahead of me was a glass-panelled office, where a
young man was sitting at a table, poring intently over a file. As the
door slammed behind me, he turned a pair of startlingly blue eyes to
look at me, then – spotting my suitcase – broke into a friendly grin and
dashed from the office, hand extended. 

“You must be David.” He had a slight American accent.
“Yeah…” I looked at him hesitantly.
“Rob Briers,” he explained, vigorously shaking my hand. “Been

expecting you! Come in, come in! I’ll make you a brew and show you
around.”

]  T H E  P E R F E C T  P A I R ^
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I was parched after my journey, so the offer of a brew sounded
heaven-sent. But I soon realised that I wouldn’t be seeing a teapot any
time soon because, part way through our journey to the kitchen, Rob
got distracted into giving me a full tour of the pool building.

Leading me down a dimly-lit, meandering corridor, he explained
that the pool had once been a public swimming baths. Each time he
reached a door, he threw it back to show me what was behind: kitchen,
male changing rooms, stairs leading up to the female changing rooms
in the bell tower.

Halfway down the corridor, there was a set of double swing fire
doors leading to the pool itself: a mass of water, framed by white tiles
and flooded by daylight pouring through glass panes in the roof so that
it shone like a mirror.

Despite being antiquated, with its stone floors and shabby
furnishings, the building gleamed. Everything was clean to the point of
being pristine, and I learned later that this was down to Rob, who had
an almost obsessive desire to keep everything nothing short of sterile.

So, when I first spied the scruffy wooden hutch located at the rear
of the pool, I couldn’t help but feel curious. Enclosed by a wire mesh
fence, it looked desperately in need of a good paint job, and totally
incongruous in its pristine surroundings.

“What’s in there?” I asked, pointing.
Rob’s smile faded, his face twisting into something that wouldn’t

disgrace a gurner champion. “Smelly and Worse,” he growled.
Smelly and Worse? Who on earth were they? I didn’t get chance to

ask because, as we neared the hutch, two tiny figures shot through its
doorway, hissing and spitting. Penguins! Two little penguins; flippers
flaring and squaring up to us like gladiators going into battle.

Actually, they were Humboldt penguins – I recognised them from
pictures I’d seen in a book. I leaned towards them to get a closer look,
but Rob placed a warning hand on my arm. “Don’t put your hands
over the mesh. In fact, don’t put your hands anywhere near them!”

I grinned. He had to be joking: how could these two tiny creatures
be a threat?

He read my thoughts. “Believe me, these things are vicious. They’ll
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have you, given half a chance.” His eyes flickered back to the penguins
and narrowed. “I hate them.” 

I backed off, but not before catching the dreadful odour emanating
from their hutch. “They don’t smell too good, do they?”

“That’s because all they do is shit all day,” Rob replied. “You drop
a fish in one end and, within minutes, twice as much comes out the
other. All they do is shit, shit, shit all over my lovely clean pool!”

Clearly, he hated the poor little fellas with a ferocity that seemed
unreasonable. Trying to lighten the moment, I quipped, “Which one’s
Smelly and which one’s Worse?”

Not one of my better ideas. Rob threw me a dirty look and snapped,
“How do I know which one of these shittin’ things is which? Why
would I even care? I hate them!” He paused, then reiterated
vehemently, “I hate them!”

I didn’t pursue it: Rob just seemed to be getting more and more
worked up, and I didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot. But, as we
walked away, I couldn’t help wondering what the big deal was. After
all, they were only two little penguins.

Little did I suspect that I’d just met what would soon become my
foremost antagonists: two little nightmares who would pursue and haunt
me throughout my entire working life with the Company.

I was somewhat disappointed to find that there weren’t any dolphins
at the pool, although Rob explained that this was because their transport
had been delayed. Other than Rob and the penguins, the only other
person there was my fellow trainee, the ex-naval diver, Matt Bannister
– a small but powerfully-built teenager with whom I would work and
share a room at Jim and Ida’s.

It all seemed very subdued and unexciting: a sleepy shire mining village
where we were the biggest thing to happen in ages. Long streets of terraced
houses set against a backdrop of bleak moorland and overshadowed by the
black umbra of the pit, squatting at the top of the hill.

No sands, no palm trees – and not a dolphin in sight. And by the
time I’d arrived at Jim and Ida’s, having lugged my suitcase past
windows dingy with coal dust, yet another shred of my dream had
been carried away on the breeze. 
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