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12 PREVIEWS

On the big screen, Batman Returns was
one of the most successtul films ever.
Now the Dark Knight of Gotham City
returns, this time on the C64, and just
the movie, the game looks set to

Kittyhawk on a special
assignment to check out

‘wamNiNG!
SCANNER

P —



- PREVIEWS 13

ey

acr s, scane owe



@l

tinally collared and mercil
1), Then
4 Smug grin an my ‘3._1;_

- well, they da it to me!

that screamn I'm off strutting round

with an

Throw in a few tvr nistakes. the odd
ig’, stir for a while andyoucan getinar
g55 unless you keep on top of the situa

L-\. atman |--.|

fication)

I games 1':'“5'5‘- aays
was writien 1o a tight

WOrk got ungenwvay

spec [(sSpec

before on the ¢

nt was drawn up describ

g to involve

1 QoCuUmse
tn ame was actually
started with the scrip
&n out tham

detailec

and pick out the

a platform/beat- em-up style game. To see mulficoloured sprifes woul
the script (which has Top Secret plastered all over colours, and the pixels

you have to sign @ confidentiali

iy COml
o
o WL

b four

B Farma

J-_.l ||-4'||L,J|r i
j went sat dov

pang |.Ii.-'..h'::|

FlFE==ESUr]

yone else with a

fion Some of the
e itself, a

of the film ithe
juiciest he

ract. If
roestm

un night in. 8o

ancd Ally

l i
o .

| et
a

'y

S

FRTRRIRERLISEERR)

h.llove  each iy

the office The-film, prefty oby

faces o maxea any nole
Togica discussed our
”::n"
gt out betw
the game itself co
would Batman have?

ma I-..

Lor I'J

ng what

oo smel
We f*f_'r‘.l:‘in d

d have

maovia

to be tw

proved a bit
Taie) d
the rast sha {so they say)

the details, As
Ce4 graphics) he cou

lots of co
ading

| was 1e

1/

'I

(Amiga ovE

graphics I .,fl a few

umj. we H=|‘ -i. i 'i_=:1=?i-.

O Dusy '-1|

Whan it finishe -I W chanaing

as it lurmed oul. we Were

favourite bits and w
wanted to implement in the game
finer points still needed to be sorted
een the programmers and artists bet
uld be started. Wh
Howt
celours would he uge’y

lly socks always stay under the
nat to get Batman loo
o sprites tall and tw

vould be r
rastrnctimg 1or the
aurs involving cleve

an l.' smal
feelin

Il "-*-
r-each of the multicolours

‘-.lI"HF; -|-'I'..‘- came

o makea noles horrifying

Up & Spr

WA

followead 'r g sC

.1:| ]

vhat we sach

|'wva shill

fare

at moves
would he be? How
o killed JFK? Why

phases

beqy

0 wide. Using
ly allow us three
eally chunky
artists who
- r-nn;a with
pixels 1o cram in
0 gengr | told Pau
@ Ni-res sprite

0 ones. After
o the

ke to Tie

ous that s 1

out how

The \V

1o the 50 the ne

The so

yaling the VI
ned, Batman u

got four remaimng

old days)
KING Qoo running. |

¥ath a

This case its mer
mory u
multiclieda

bytes eac

I :

| [

|

| .
m‘mm
| == o) |

N RE URNING'

g reaisation that Batman w
tes! Qops, oops and
Iution was o f"ﬁ:..i'.u-'-."'q the spri

and definin

as going 1o
| .-1It I Lt:'\b
es

g tham and consaqueanth,

C chip. As far as the chip is

ses eight sprites but in fe

(tea-hagl!

State of the artists

Artists are

Wil anmmation

QLT {OTHYy bW

'..‘. |: l."l'
Most came
ditferant draw

¥ Batim
ot bl'!l |

ian uses eight to

avagani wiin

e Liae |

in the

ngs of the main charal

make him

na sophisticated

Iy L 3

0 N number on

L 1 1i 1 - fEA (tha 5k
d by the number of 64 (the numt

ch sprite uses) which equals 5

a8

With Batman taking up over 17k, l'll let you |

many pk
IS ehipca anly use 1

2yl problem invc

1E585 NE USES

‘Eﬁﬂlﬂlmmmw

driven adventure on the '64. lf's a
genre that's been swamped on the
16-bit machines in recent years, bul
rarely repeated succiessfully on the
Commodore 64 (Elvira 2 being a
notable exception).

MNext up they opted

for a totally

different approach,

with even more

astounding
success. Ocean

® Yeah, like
let’s steal the
sign. It'll look
great on the
office wall,
don't you think?

snapped up a seemingly curious
license — that of pop group Frankie
Goes To Hollywood — and no one
knew what to expect of the end
product. As it turned out, the Frankie

game dumfounded everybody when
releas&d and fully deserved it's 97%
rating.

How, then, could they possibly
follow these with equal success?

The answer came in the form of a
follow-up to Shadowfire, continuing
the adventures of the Enigma Team
(heroes of the first game) called

Enigma Force. Many of the original's

elements were carried across along

with several new ideas. For instance,

the top part of the screen was
replaced by an animated play area
where you could see the action

unfolding. In fact, you could even take
‘hands on’ control of your characters,

and play the game as a shoot-'em-

up/arcade adventure. But still, th
best was yet fo come. ..

An all-time classic emerged a
the middle of '87. The Greal Esc
was a wonderfully engrossing a
atmospheric isometric adventure
during WW2, Graphically excelle
and with many possible escape
routes, this kept many a person
occupied for many an hour.

The Great Escape's design &
was later used on the far larger,
more involved, Where Time Sioc
Still — a great game which, tho
appearing on the Amstrad and
Spectrum, inexplicably never ma
to the C64.

After years of innovative and

® C-FORCE No.8 m AUGUST 1
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elcome
o the
weird,

wacky and
sometimes
wonderful world of
computer games
devalopment.
| Here at Denton
Designs the
company motto is
You do have to
be mad to work
here, but it
doesnt
necessarily
help.” What |
always say is

-

PART ONE'
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Fish! Blibble, blibble — is that you Aunty Sarah?'
The rumble of passing trucks and the hectic
clicking of keyboards almost masks the sound of
brains working, or failing to work, whichever the
case may be

I've only been working at Dentons for a couple of
years but it didn't take long to slip into the
hyperactive, ultra-stressed atmosphere of the
campany

This place is inhabited by many strange beasts
ino, not the programmers!) all masquerading under
the general name of 'bugs’, of which there several
lypas:

'Features’ are mostly harmless things — you
know what's happening and how to fix them, but
it's comforting to keep a few around for those dark
lonely nights

'‘Crashes’ are mean little baggars that lie in wait
for weeks before deciding to trash your machine
and there's no place a crash can't hide. It could be
in a seldom used piece of code that simply doesn’l
work, or a piece which works perfectly 99.9% of the
time — such Is lite. ‘Gotcha!’ is every

. programmer’s favounte phrase as the litlle devil is

enton Designs have produced

some of the best — not to

mention most original — pleces o
software availible across many computer
formats. They've developed programs for

J some of the biggest names in computer

gaming, having worked for Ocean,

Imageworks and Audiogenic, among
others, With their eighth birthday coming up

|the bridie track at a swift canter, we thought
we'd take a little peep at just exactly what's
made them great over the years.

Innovation was the name of the game fro
the beginning. Their first C64 release caused
some elation when reviewed back in the very

first issue of ZZAP! 64 — Shadowfire
received a not-to-be-sniffed-at 91% and
claimed the distinction of being the first icon-



crusader into the sprite memory. The answer was
to copy the right phase into some blank sprite slots
every time he animates. Not too tricky in itself, but
Batman still faced in orly one direction (it would
have taken 34k to face both left and right!). Now |
had to mirror each byte ol data belore re-ordering
and moving them into the sprite slots

Several nervous breakdowns later, and there he
was running, punching, kicking, jumping elc. .,
hurrah!

The big job

The next big jo the background scraoll, moving
every character on the screen either lett or right —
dead easy. The hard part was filling up the edge of
the screen with more characlers (people are over-
tussy if you ask me)

Paul was plugging away at the background
graphics and it would have been hard to get too
excited over the silly blobs that were moving about,
but | knew it worked and that was good encugh for
me

Batman Retumns is to be a beat-"em-up nght? So
where are the baddies? Well that was the next thing
on tha agenda. Animating them wasn't too much
trouble, but you wouldn't be paricularly worried by a
baddy who wanderad aimlessly aboul the screan
now, would you? | needed to give them brains — the
acrobats had to know when to jump up to get
Batman and when to duck a punch. They needed to
know where Batman was and what he was up to
There's no 'cheating’, thiey won't duck a punch unti
they see it coming and they've all got reaction limes
It can't be too easy though, ctherwise you'd race
through the game firsl time.

o m—

Getting this balance just
right is time consuming, as
every time you change {or
‘tweak’) one thing, something
else needs adjusting. If |
change the running speed of
Batman | have to change the
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The information
shown was of no use
for playing the game,
and Il adrmit it didn?
look too hot (it was a

nice colour
combination though)
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would), This part of
programming starts when
you've gol something on the
screen and stops when the
game 15 in the shops (with shor
breaks for eating and sleeping
which us programmers are occasicnally allowed).

Level One and Two are completed (except for
tweaking) — or are they? There's still the little matter
of the status to do. Ah, that wonderful bar across the
bottom of the screen! You've got to know a lot of stuff
o really get on with bashing those baddies and
making Gotham safe for all the decent law-abiding
citizens (as if you care!).

Lives, strength, combat mode and, most
importantly of all, your score all need to be displayed
Up until the graphics arrived this was my ‘manitor
a programmer's greatest ally in the fight against the
evil bug. Bold white text on a dark grey background
iscrumptlious!) that tells me everything | need to
know. Batman's position in the map helped me typa
in the collision data for the platforms and power-ups.
When the biker steadfastly refused to make an

appearance, | could find out where he was and
what he was doing.

man
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from me too. For a
start. my monitor
shows all t's
numbers in
hexidecimal and as Tve just got a score of
2CFY isn't going to impress your mum, | thought I'd
better put it up in decimal. A score which counts up i
so- much more fun too, especially when you pick up
the multiplier bonus!

Hang on, what's happened to my monitor? Well
the truth is it's still there — well all the code is
Whenever | need it, all | do is change a fHag (called
‘monitar!) from 0 to 1 then assemble my code and
there it is— clever stuff! It all got a bit tiresome whey
| had a bug in my status... but that's ancther story

S0, lavel three is next, and it's multidirectional o ¢
new scroll routine is needed. New baddies need 1o
go in, mast notably Catwoman (ooh, tight leather
suits and all that!) so there’s plenty to be getting on
with while the graphics are being drawn. Where's
Paul got ton...7

(e Y oo

upcaming mega-movie lie-in Balma
Returns will be something to walch
out for. Want to know more? Well,
perhaps you'd belter listen to Roy
Bannon, He's the programmer, and
knows everything there is to know
about madness, bugs and demandin
artists,

® Below: Ally, Jon and Roy
decide to hide behind a pillar.
Only the offer of cups of coffe
and sticky buns could entice
them away to finish the Diary.

original products, Dention turned their
hand to the sports sim ' fratemity and
teamed up with Audiogyenic. With the
Rugby Union World Cuwp in full swing,
a swarm of computer riugger efforts
were expected. In the end, it turned
out to be no more than a trickle.
Rugby had never beem brought to the

computer scene with much success,

so hopes were none too high. Denton,

however, defied all and came up
trumps again. Combining basic
management elements with
exceptionally-playable arcade action,
different plays, easy 10 master
passing, rucks and scrummages

# C-FORCE No.8 m AUGUST 1993

World Ciass
Rugby was a finely tuned
representation of the sport which,
incidentally, blew the official licensed
game out of the contemporary
fishpond.

So, with many legendary titles to
their credit, rest assured that the
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BATMAN R

apow! Whammo! These are just a couple
K of words you won't be seeing in any

version of Batman Returns. Young boys
ingreen stockings won't get much of a look in
ether. To compensate, however, Level Three
features a certain female dressed from head to
toe in clinging black leather.

‘Life’s a bitch and then you turn into one’ said
Sslina Kyle aka Catwoman. | like to think ‘life’s a
bich’ and then start coding one. The difference
between turning into a super-baddy and talking
tc invisible armchairs is not as great as one may
think. Selina had it easy; falling from the top of a
tell building and getting resuscitated by cats.
Compare that to my tapping at a keyboard
wondering what topic Sammy (invisible
amchairs are called Sammy as a rule) has
trought to talk about when | get home. You won't
catch me complaining though — not unless you
try anyway.

| think it was Bertrand Russell who said ‘If
Cartesian dualism is by definition remote in
terms of perception then I'm a monkey's uncle’.

Not very profound and not at all related
to the matter in hand.
Ok | must

SEPTEMBER 1993

admit it. | didn’t think my map data out properly
before Paul started on the graphics, and when |
eventually got them going | was way out of
memory. At such times your best bet is to not
panic — make a strong cup of coffee, sit down
with a pen and paper and try to find a way
around the problem. When this fails | pick all the
lads brains to see if they've got any good ideas.
Some of the printable suggestions were ‘Give
away a free PC with every game' (Tony),
‘Compress and decompress the map — that's
what | did on Where Time Stood Still (John) and
‘Have a Spicy Stick’ (Paul T). | considered each
one on its merits, then implemented my own
master plan — to have another cup of coffee. As
it was such a brilliant idea, | decided to go with it
for a while and had several more. A few hours
later — after I'd stopped running around the
office gibbering hysterically — | came to the
brave decision to change the block size. This
meant the map could be stored in a quarter of
the memory, although the blocks would take up
to four times as much space as before. That was
easily solved — | got Paul to use less blocks! He
had to redraw the whole map anyway, so |
thought it was a reasonable enough request

Of course | had to redo my print to handle the

new block size so it wasn't a
E
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completely biased decision

It's Collision Data Entry Time! This is a game
for one player whose task it is to type in lots of
data like S6EF, $72C, $220, $228, STAIRS in as
short a time as possibie whilst holding on to their
sanity and retaining as much visual capacity
feasible. No conferring, your time starts now....

The average programmer takes about four
hours per platform and a partially trained
mongoose takes no time at all ‘cause it's got
enough sense not to play in the first place.

Stairway to hell
When's a platform xt a platform? When it's
thought up by an artist. Stairs are all very pretty,
as are sloped roofs, but give me a flat platform
any day — left, right, top and bottom edges will
do nicely.

| could really do without stairs. To make them
| have to create a box that surrounds the whole
area, figure out how far from the left edge
Batman is, add this onto the bottom of the stairs
and see whether this value for the vertical
direction is where Batman actually is. If all works
out according to plan he's able to scale the
stairs.

With the backgrounds, bullets , power-ups and
Batman all working with the new multidirectional
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scroll, it was time to concentrate on Catwoman

She had to be smart to give you a tough time
on this level. This means | had to simulate
intelligence that took several million years of
evolution in less than tens of thousands of years
of C64 processing.

The code had to be quick, and the best way to
get code to run fast is to work it off data which
avoids having to make lots of complex
decisions. Unfortunately, there was no memory
left for huge amounts of data, which meant | was
going to have to use some higher brain functions

— never an easy thing at the best of times. You
couldn’t hear me complaining, though — not if
you were wearing ear mulfs, anyway.

Catnip

Despite Catwoman's early insistence on not
moving (I'd forgotten to take out the bit which
changed her screen position when | was setting
up her sequence) the game was shortly aloot
Platform collision data was already in, and the
code written for Batman needed only a little
modification for use with the cat hersell. In no
time at all — well, a day — Calwoman was
merrily hopping from platform to platiorm
following a preset route I'd given her. Next, she
had to chase Batman and harass him at any

i I A B NN EEEEEEEE®™"
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time — this wasn't easy. First she needed to
move toward the platform Batman was standing
on by walking left or right. Secondly, she had to
jump it Batman was above her. Thirdly, she'd
drop down if Bally was below her — if the
platform he was standing on was smaller than
the one she was perched upon, she needed to
walk left and right looking very confused.
Following this | had to make a cup of coffee and
wander around sulking, before actually sorting
the situation out. There were many things to
consider — a particular problem was working out
how to get her to jump onto a serie
successive platforms in order to reach Batmian. It
took four days lo get this sussed so imagine how
long it would take me to explain it. | won't bother
it it's all the same 1o you

In the beginning there was nothing. Space and
time simply didn't exist a tricky concept, but
take my word for it. Then lots of stuff happened

far too much to chronicle in this short space

which brings us nicely to the present day and
avoids quantum physics, molecular biology
evolution and the concept of soul which aren't
the easiest things lo get your head round either
Tuesday's a tricky day a sort of watered-down
Monday with subtle hints of Wednesday and a
barely perceptible aftertaste of Sunday. Just one

e \

ETURNING?

more day in the exciting life of a computer
games programmer. Where was |7 Oh yes, | was
on the previous senlence, Calfeine is a very
parvasive drug.

Giant Haywire
Stacks g

Let's talk Bugs. When everything goes
completely haywire for no apparent reason,
almost instantly you'll find hall a dozen
programmers standing behind you rubbing their
chins in a vain attempt o appear
knowledgeable, saying ‘Look’s like a stack
problem to me’ or ‘Is it your stack?’ or ‘I think it's
the stack’ This is not so bad if you're busy
writing a computer game but if you're in the
middle of an exam it's very annoying. It was, of
course, the stack — one PLA too few, or one
PHA too many, depending on your outlook on
lite

Someone once worked out that for every hour
a computer programmer spends writing code
they spend four minutes on the bog, eight
minutes making a cottee, twelve minutes slaring
blankly at their VDU, seventeen
minutes annoying
other

C-FORCE No.9 = SEPTEMBER



computer programmers and stopping them
working, twelve minutes debugging and seven
minutes doing brief, inaccurate statistical

studies. Out of six programmers questioned, one
asked me to politely go away and five threatened
me with physical violence. Too much caffeine, if
you ask me.

Logical, well-considered thought has its place
as a problem-solving method, but you'd be one
Yank short of a major military intervention if you
didn't just jump in with both feet sometimes. Get
hold of your code by the scruff of the neck and
give it a right good kicking — that's what | say.
You've got to be cruel to be kind — so if this
doesn't work, get your fingers on the delete key
and ask, with your best Clint Eastwood
impression, whether it feels lucky today.
Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn't, but at
least you feel better for it.

Structure is important when it comes to Al (we
like to make ourselves sound clever by calling
our baddy code ‘artificial intelligence’).
Catwoman has three main modes of operation
— PROWL, CHASE and FIGHT (that's what the
routines are actually called). These can then be
subdivided into smaller routines that can be
shared across them all — JUMP, LAND etc.
BATPROX is a simple but essential routine
which figures out how close Batman is to
Catwoman — it's a substitute for eyes. Whilst
PROWLING, Catwoman will ignore Batman
while he's still fairly close, but if he get's too
close she'll use FIGHT code. CHASEing always
takes into account Batman's proximity, where

Catwoman can decide whether to switch to
PROWLIng if he's miles

.|' E-f 4..\ away, carry
T R — b
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CHASEIng or again,
start FIGHTing. FIGHTIng is the most

important part — specialist routines are needed
to decide what offensive or defensive
manceuvre is going to be made. A typical
Catwoman thought structure would be something
like:

AM | DOING A FIGHTING SEQUENCE 7 NO

IS BATMAN FAIRLY CLOSE ? YES

IS HE CLOSE ENOUGH TO SCRATCH ? NO

IS HE CLOSE ENOUGH TO BACKFLIP AT 7
YES

IS HE ABOVE, BELOW, LEFT OR RIGHT OF
ME 7 LEFT

INITIATE THE LEFT BACKFLIP SEQUENCE

EXIT ROUTINE.

Mext time round it would be something like —

AM | DOING A FIGHTING SEQUENCE ? YES

CONTINUE SEQUENCE

EXIT ROUTINE.

All sounds very simple, but with tweaking (and
a few other bits I'm going to let you in on} it
should make for a good old scrap.

It makes perfect sense when you think about
it. If you were asked to make a computer
programmer a cup of coffee (mine’s black with
no sugar) your brain would probably think:

GO AWAY AND MAKE YOUR OWN (in a Iess
user-friendly manner)

Pleased to meet
you

Friday meetings round the week off nicely. The
Big Bosses (John & Ally) get out the fear-
inducing yellow folder and try to extract as much
information on what we've all been doing for that
week. | try to get away with name
rank and serial number but
| always crack and end up

spilling the beans — | must learn not to
mess with beans during Friday Meetings.
This is the cue for a plethora of bugs to
make their appearance. Having spent all
week in a sloth-like stupor they burst into lite
and just as you're saying the scroll is working —
cheerfully demonstrating it in all its glory — the
screen goes haywire and a tiny high-pitched
giggling sound can be heard. This is where the
lines you've been practising all week come in
handy ‘Oh that's probably because of the fabbo-
collision-detection-parameter-reduction-enabler
code I've just written which isn't quite working
yet." Unfortunately, John's a programmer and
normally cottons on that this isn't quite the truth,
FIX SCROLL BUG is written down in the WORK
FOR NEXT WEEK space. Then it's Ally’s turn to
spot lots of petty things only an artist is bothered
about, like some of the sprite colours being
wrong or the screen being full of total gibberish.
No amount of cajoling, whimpering or throwing of
tantrums will stop her noting them. What seems
like hours later, but is in fact only about 120
minutes, it's my chance to get my own back.
PROBLEMS ARISING is good fun — this is
where | have a good whinge about anything |
feel has hindered my coding during the week.
The state of the nation and England's poor form
in the World Cup Qualifiers are always safe bets,
but a short while reading the international news
the previous evening can help bring about a
form of balance — coffee production levels in
Bolivia being one of my favoured topics. Next up
is REQUIREMENTS and their turn to sweat
again. | still haven't got a villa in the South of
France and I'm a bit sick of asking for it so |
asked for a chateaux in the South of France
instead, hoping it would slip past their defences.
They didn't phone an estate agent, so maybe the

ruse didn't wor ) S o -
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Games programming is
often a tedious affair; the
endless hours of codes,
coffee and “stack errors’
become a little too
oppressive after too many
late nights. Apparently.
Bearing this in mind, the
Dentons mob went on
holiday. When they
returned, Roy Bannon
decided that Batman
Returns could take a hike
this month, and he’d tell
the world about his
vacation instead. Never
ones to restrict creativity,
we let him relate his tale...

atman Returns and games

programming may be very interesting

but once in a blue moon or every
other month of Sundays — whichever is ”~

the longest — something wildly
exciting (to me at least)
happens \
We're all going on a ' |
. v
summel ' ;
holiday —
Is it
i
H
.
$

s

a
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this gem of a land. New Brighton,
where purest waters roll onto
silken sands, where the
pressures of life are lifted
from one's shoulders by
1

a modern day credo. or a rather naft pop song
can anyone say for sure? Still, the facl remains we
were all going on a summer holiday, all set for fun
and laughter for a week or two — well, a few
hours or so at least. A holiday is a holiday
nevertheless; be it in exotic climes or just

down the road in New Brighton — believe
you-me, it counts all the same. Let no-one

tell you that distance is a guarantee of

exciternent and proximity a recipe for

boredom. Some of the most thrlling

adventures one will ever experience

are to be found on one’'s own

doorstep. Take the

pyramids, the Mardi

Gras carnival, the

Ornent and leave

me good old

New
Brighton
truly a }
shining, 5
facet A
.
upon
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the gentle hands of serendipity and the seagulls

serenade each soul that comes to experience its

pleasures. Yes indeedy.
. Asquall gathered to the east and moved so rapidly
towards us that | found myself leaning backwards,
almost falling as | watched it approach. The grey
blanket of cloud contorted, it's litheness hinting at
the power locked within it, and passed above us to
sit like some fearsome succubus upon our hearts.
For a few short moments, beneath that dread veil,
we stood silenced by it's majesty — then the rain
fell. A tsunami of water thrashed at us, bending our
heads to the ground where puddies formed
instantly, merged in seconds and soon formed a
bailing, frothing lake as far as the eye could see.
We stood shocked, soaking, all conscious thought
driven from our heads by the noise that could have
been some unabating explosion or perhaps even
Armageddon itself.
Meanwhile, back in reality, it was your average sort
of not very nice but not terribly nasty day. The sun
shone when it could be bothered and didn't when it
didn’t, the clouds lightened and darkened for
similar reasons and fortunately the ground was
content to just lie there and not do much at all.

Too see the sea...
The seaside can be a pretty interesting place
after you've passed the boredom threshold
and gone beyond the apex of ennui. Suddenly,
even disgusting black seaweed seems
interesting. Picking it up and chasing someone
for half a mile down the beach seems like a
really fun thing to do — even if you hate the
touch of the stuff, and the person trying to
escape couldn't care less if you rammed it
down their throats. Still, you have to
laugh, don't you? Crabs are a real
hoot too — | spent a good
half an hour watching
one male it's slow,
stately progress into
the water before
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someone kindly pointed out that it was dead. Some
people are just spoil sports.

The major drawback with a day out at the beach is
— of course — sand in your socks, shoes, hair,
butties, ears, nose, eyes, lungs, lower intestine,
spleen, ventricles, synapses, sinuses, sub-
glutinous tissues, major arteries and, most
terrifying of all, underpants. .
Inevitably, someone suggested a game of frisby.
Yawn! | pointed out that we didn’t have a frisby,
which was a bit of a mistake, because then we had
to find one — | reckon we probably could have got
away with a game of ‘invisible' frisby. A few
hundred or so shops later, we found one within our
price range (50p) and made our way back four
miles to the beach. | reckoned it'd take everyone
about 10 minutes to realise just what a tedious
thing frisby throwing is, but overestimated by a
factor of 10 or so. The petulance started almost
immediately. “You're crap’, ‘The wind blew it off
course', 'I'm not going to get that', This frisby's no
good.’, were familiar battle cries for as long as the
game lasted. Almost exactly 60 seconds after we'd
begun, an equine came into the equation. We all
stood around a small, circular piece of blue plastic
lying in what is best called a steaming mass,
wondering about the sagacity of playing near the
donkey trail. No-one was too intent on rescuing the
frisby, and | thought that was that. Someone
suggested buying another frisby and was
comprehensively glowered at. Then, in a moment
of misunderstood sarcasm, | proposed a game of
French cricket. To my dismay this was heralded as
a cataclysmically brilliant idea and with a budget
we were off round the shops again. Luckily, (for
me, anyway) £2 won't buy you even the most
pathetic cricket bat and ball. | tried to hide my grin
as we all sat on a wall outside Woolworth's,
pondering inflation and getting all morose about
how things had changed since we were kids.

Fish and Chips. It's got to be really. You may fancy
a pizza or a burger but you've got to have Fish and
Chips (and no, you can't have a pasty!). As an
extra special treat (and because we were all cold
and tired by now) we went to one of those places
where you sit down to eat your fish and chips. The
one we discovered was called something really
witty — ‘Seaside Plaice’. It was perfect — green

and white plastic table-cloths, dirty cutlery, clogged
salt and pepper pots, food stained menus and a
waitress who exuded loathing for us tourists with a
reassuring intensity. The fish was full of bones, the
chips were cold, soggy and very artistically spread
across the plate to give the impression that there
was more than half a dozen of them. There was
ample butter on the bread but unfortunately it only
covered a very small area and resisted all attempts
to spread it. Consequently we each got four
mouthfuls of dry bread and one sickening mouthful
of pure fat. The tea looked fairly nice but no-one
dared risk putting their lips to the mugs, not
knowing how close the nearest hospital was and
whether you could bleed to death through your lips.
Still, it made the cold world seem better when we
made it out. Which, I'm sure, we only just managed
— the waitress was holding a large knife as we
paid the bill and there was a glazed look in her
eyes. We left a sizable tip bargaining on the fact
that we'd probably get out alive as long as we ran
like hell whilst she fumbled around in the till.

In search of
amusement(s)...

To the beach or to the amusement arcade? It was
a tough decision — the beach was free and the
amusement arcade wasn't . It started to spit so we
plumped for the amusement arcade. First port of
call for me was the Penny Falls — or the ‘Pennies
Completely Defy Gravity', as they should be more
accurately named. Someone dragged me off then
when | started ranting and threatened to break into
another quid in my vain attempts to get any to fall.
‘Just one’, | cried. ‘If just one falls, I'll stop. They
move, why don't they fall?". I'd barely taken two
steps away from the machine when there was an
amagzing clatter, and | turned back stunned to see a
little old lady casually stuffing her pockets with the
pennies I'd been inadvertently priming for her. Bah.
Skeet shooting next. Ten pence to point a lump of
wood (that would almost resemble a shotgun if it
wasn't the cello tape and the 45 degree kink
halfway along) at a barely perceptible glow on a
section of cloth painted with green things which
were, presumably, meant to be trees. The large,
red LEDs seemed to indicate I'd scored 175 points
and, as a test, | parted with another 10p and
scored 175 without even lifting the gun. Hmmm. All
this time, calling to us silently but irresistibly, were
the bingo seats all down one wall. We knew that
the prizes were worth less than the entry charge,
we knew we had minimal chance against the
expert grannies, we even knew that Bingo was
probably the most facile form of entertainment
thought up since fish massaging, yet we couldn’t
resist. 6 minutes 47 seconds later... who knows? |
may have won if | hadn't been looking at my
watch constantly. Afterwards, we were all 50p
worse off but quite relieved we didn't have to
spend the rest of the day carrying around a
brass flower vase that could single-handedly
spoil the decor of any room in any house on the
planet.
We left the arcade and with a deep regret (that
it hadn’t happened much earlier?) we made our
way back to the car. We had a game of count-
the-coloured-cars which | — rather surprisingly
— won with dark grey, when several Panzer
divisions passed us going through the Mersey
tunnel.

| went to bed tired but content (although |
couldn't tell you why) and started dreaming
about bits, bytes, pixels and the strange
inhabitants of Gotham City...
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