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1
            Eastmouth

         

         Sonia stands on the slabs of the promenade, looking out across the pebbly beach. It is like so many of the seaside resorts from her childhood. She remembers one whose tarred pebbles left their sticky blackness on her bare feet and legs and the seat of her swimsuit. She had to be scrubbed red raw in the bath at the B&B. Her hands are wrapped around the railings, whose old paint is flaking off. When she lets go, her palms will smell of rust.

         The visibility is poor. She can’t see land beyond Eastmouth.

         ‘I’ve missed the sound of the gulls,’ says Peter, watching them circling overhead.

         He says this, thinks Sonia, as if he has not heard them for years, but during the time they’ve been at university, he got the train home most weekends. Sonia does not think she would have missed the gulls. She is used to the Midlands and to city life.

         She lets go of the railings and they walk on down the promenade. Sonia, in a thin, brightly coloured jacket, has dressed for warmer weather. Shivering, she huddles into 2herself. ‘Let’s get you home,’ says Peter. For the last half hour of their journey, while the train was pulling in and all the way from the station he’s been saying things like that: ‘We’re almost home,’ and, ‘Won’t it be nice to be home?’ as if this were her home too. Their suitcases, pulled on wheels behind them, are noisy on the crooked slabs. ‘They’ll know we’re here,’ says Peter.

         ‘Who will?’ asks Sonia.

         ‘Everyone,’ says Peter.

         Sonia, looking around, sees a lone figure in the bay window of a retirement home, and a woman in a transparent mac sitting on a bench in a shelter. Peter nods at the woman as they pass.

         ‘It’s quiet,’ says Sonia.

         ‘It’s quiet most of the year,’ says Peter.

         He points out a modernist, pre-war building just ahead of them. ‘I’ve always loved coming to see the shows,’ he says. ‘My all-time favourite act is Cannon and Ball.’ Reaching this seafront pavilion, they stop to look at the posters. ‘Look,’ says Peter, ‘Cannon and Ball.’ He is beaming, cheerful when he says, ‘Nothing changes.’

         
             

         

         Peter lets them into the house with a key that he wears on a chain around his neck. His mother comes into the hallway with her arms wide open, saying to Sonia as much as to Peter, ‘You’re home!’ Taking Sonia’s jacket, looking at its bright colours, she says to Sonia, ‘Blue and green should never be seen!’ and then she puts the jacket away.

         As they sit down to dinner, Peter’s mother says, ‘Sonia, what were you planning to do with your summer?’

         ‘I’ve applied for a job up north,’ says Sonia. ‘I had the 3interview yesterday, and I think it went well. I should hear tomorrow whether or not I’ve got it. I gave them this number – Peter said that was all right. If I get the job, I’ll save up for a while and then I want to go to Las Vegas.’ She mentions pictures she’s seen of the place, all the lights.

         ‘If you like that sort of thing,’ says Peter’s father, ‘you should take an evening stroll along our prom. You’ll see it all lit up.’ He chews his food for a while before saying, ‘It’s a lot hotter there, though. It wouldn’t suit me. We stick to England, the south coast.’

         A gust rattles the window and Sonia turns to see the wind stripping the last of the leaves from a potted shrub in the back yard.

         ‘Look,’ says Peter’s father, ‘the sun’s coming out for you,’ and he nods towards a patch of sunlight the colour of weak urine on a whitewashed, breeze-block wall.

         Peter’s mother opens the wine and says to Sonia, ‘You’ll be needing this.’ Sonia supposes she is referring to their long train journey, or perhaps the cold weather; it isn’t clear.

         
             

         

         ‘It’s nice to have you home,’ says Peter’s mother, later, when they are clearing the table.

         ‘I think Peter’s glad to be home,’ says Sonia.

         ‘And what about you?’

         ‘I don’t live here,’ says Sonia. She is surprised that Peter’s mother does not know this.

         ‘You didn’t grow up here,’ agrees Peter’s mother. Opening the back door, she throws the scraps into the yard and the seagulls appear out of nowhere, descending instantly, filling the yard with their shrieks. ‘Our home is your home,’ she says, as she closes the door, ‘but I do remember what it’s like 4to be young and independent. There are lots of empty flats around here and they always need people at the pavilion. The place is crying out for young blood.’

         ‘I wasn’t planning on staying long,’ says Sonia.

         Peter’s mother nods. She looks around the kitchen and says, ‘Well, I think that will do. I’ll go and change the sheets on your bed.’

         
             

         

         Their bags are side by side in the corner of Peter’s bedroom. Hers has a sticker on the side saying I ♥ Las Vegas, even though she has never been there. His has a label giving his name – Peter Webster – and his home address, his parents’ address, so that it can’t get lost.

         They go to bed early but Sonia lies awake in the darkness, in between the cold wall and Peter, who is fast asleep. She finally drops off in the early hours before being woken at dawn by what she thinks is the sound of babies crying, but it is only the gulls.

         
             

         

         Sonia, in the bathroom, doing up the belt of her jeans, can hear Peter’s mother talking on the phone at the bottom of the stairs. ‘No,’ she is saying, ‘I don’t want it. I’ve changed my mind. Please don’t call here again.’ Sonia checks her face in the mirror before coming out, finding Peter’s mother on the landing now, outside the bathroom door. ‘All right, dear?’ says Peter’s mother. ‘Come down to breakfast. I’ve made pancakes with syrup, just like they have in America!’

         Sonia stays in all day. At the end of the afternoon, at ten to five, she phones the company she had hoped would call to offer her a job. She speaks to a receptionist who says, ‘Please 5hold.’ Then she speaks to a secretary who tells her that the job has been offered to someone else. The secretary sounds impatient and terminates the conversation as soon as she can. Sonia redials – she has some questions to ask – but no one picks up; they’ve all gone home.

         When Sonia goes up to bed that night, she finds that the sticker on her bag has been doctored with a permanent marker. ‘Las’ has been neatly changed to ‘East’ but ‘Vegas’ required a heavier hand, a thicker line. I ♥ Eastmouth.

         
             

         

         The following day is Saturday. After breakfast, Sonia watches the dead-eyed gulls gathering on the wall of the yard. They grab at the scraps Peter’s mother puts out, and if the door is not kept closed they will come inside, wanting the cat food, taking more than they have been given.

         ‘I think I’ll go for a walk,’ says Sonia.

         ‘I’ll come with you,’ says Peter, beginning to get to his feet.

         ‘I’d rather go on my own,’ says Sonia. Mr and Mrs Webster stop what they are doing and look at her. They watch her as she leaves the room.

         She puts on her shoes and looks for her jacket but she can’t find it. She asks Peter’s mother if she’s seen it and Peter’s mother says, ‘I’m washing it. Wear mine.’ She takes down a heavy beige coat and helps Sonia into it. ‘Yours was too thin anyway,’ says Peter’s mother. ‘You’ll need something warmer now you’re here.’

         Sonia walks a mile along the promenade before coming to a stop, leaning on the railings and looking out to sea, watching a yellow helicopter that is circling in the distance. As a child, she used to wave to rescue helicopters even though she knew they weren’t really looking for her; she just did it 6for fun or for practice. She raises her hands now and waves, scissoring her arms above her head, like semaphore, as if she were someone in a high-vis jacket on a runway, although she does not know semaphore; she does not know how to say ‘stop’. The helicopter turns away and leaves.

         ‘Sonia.’

         She turns around and finds Peter’s parents standing behind her.

         ‘We thought we’d walk with you,’ says Peter’s mother. ‘What a good idea, a little leg stretch.’

         They walk along with her, nodding to the woman in the transparent mac as they pass the shelter.

         When they reach the end of the promenade, Peter’s father says, ‘We should turn back,’ and as they walk Sonia home again they tell her about the evening’s entertainment: a show at the pavilion and dinner at the Grand.

         ‘I’ve booked you a table,’ says Peter’s father. ‘It’s a fine place. It’s where I proposed to Peter’s mother. We go there every year for our anniversary.’

         ‘Have the seafood platter,’ says Peter’s mother.

         
             

         

         Peter, wearing one of his father’s ties, walks Sonia along the blustery promenade. The seafront is all lit up with lightbulbs strung between the lampposts. ‘See?’ says Peter. ‘Who needs Las Vegas?’ At the pavilion, they see an Elvis, who, like his thin costume, looks tired. When the show is over, they go on to the Grand.

         They are greeted as ‘Mr and Mrs Webster’ and Sonia opens her mouth to correct the misapprehension but they are already being led through the restaurant towards their table in the corner, and in the end she says nothing. 7

         When the waiter comes to take their order, Sonia asks for a pasta dish.

         ‘Are you not going to have the seafood platter?’ asks Peter.

         ‘I don’t think so,’ says Sonia.

         Peter looks concerned. He orders his own meal without looking at the menu.

         Sonia, looking around at the decor, says to Peter, ‘I doubt they’ve changed a thing since your parents first came here.’

         Peter touches the flock wallpaper and says, ‘That’s a nice thought.’

         The waiter returns to light their candle and pour the wine. They raise their glasses, touching the thin rims together. Sonia brings hers close to her mouth but barely wets her lips before putting it down again.

         ‘All right?’ says Peter.

         Sonia nods. She has not yet told him about the test she did in his parents’ bathroom, about the white plastic stick with the little window in the middle, the vertical line that proved the test was working, and the sky-blue, sea-blue flat line that made her think of a distant horizon seen through an aeroplane window. She has not told him that when she came out of the bathroom with the plastic stick still in her hand, Peter’s mother was standing there, and that when, after breakfast, she looked for the stick, it had been moved.

         The waiter returns with their meals. Peter, smiling down at the food on his plate, picking up his fork, begins to talk to Sonia about the possibility of a management position at the pavilion. His dad, he says, can pull a few strings.

         The waiter is coming back already. He is going to ask them if everything is all right, and Sonia is going to say yes even though she has barely had a taste yet. Peter is holding 8his fork out across the table towards Sonia, offering her a piece of something whose fishy smell reminds her of the stony beach, the tarry pebbles, and the gulls that will wake her at dawn.

         She sees, in the molten wax around the wick of the candle, an insect. Sonia picks up her fork, aiming the handle into this hot moat. She is an air-sea rescue unit arriving on the scene to lift the insect to safety. Carefully, she places the insect on a serviette to recover, as if it has only been floating in a sticky drink.

         ‘I think that one’s had it,’ says Peter, and Sonia looks at it and has to agree.

         
             

         

         Peter, who had the whole bottle of wine to himself, is still sleeping the next morning when Sonia gets up, puts on the beige coat and lets herself out of the house. She walks down the promenade again, away from Peter’s parents’ house, heading in the direction she and Peter came from when they arrived here. She goes as far as the end of the promenade, where she stops to watch the gulls, and then she goes further, climbing up above the town until she is standing a hundred metres above sea level in the wind. She is still in Eastmouth, though. She cannot see across to the next town. When she looks at her watch, she realises that she has been gone for a while now. As she makes her way down from the cliffs, she hears the tolling of a bell; it is coming from the church that stands on top of one of the hills that surround the otherwise flat town.

         On the promenade, all the shelters are empty. All the bay windows of all the retirement homes are empty. She realises that it’s Sunday and wonders if everyone’s at church. 9Peter’s parents might be there, and perhaps even Peter.

         She veers slightly away from the promenade now. It is the start of the summer and ought to be warmer, but it is windy and cold and she is glad of Peter’s mother’s coat. She has her purse in the pocket. She heads down a side street that brings her out at the train station, which is overlooked by the church.

         Alone on the platform, she stands in front of the train timetable. She looks at her watch, although pointlessly, as it turns out, because when she consults the timetable she finds that no trains run on Sundays. She wanders to the edge of the platform and looks along the tracks in the direction she would go to get home, and then in the opposite direction. Is there really nothing at all on a Sunday, she wonders, does nothing even pass through?

         She is still there when she notices that the woman in the transparent mac is now standing at one end of the platform. She is talking on a mobile phone but she is looking at Sonia and so Sonia nods at her. She doesn’t know whether she has been recognised. The woman, putting away the phone, approaches. When she is within touching distance, she says, ‘You’re the Websters’ girl.’

         ‘No,’ says Sonia, preparing to introduce herself, whilst at the same time noticing the locals coming down the hill, coming from church. The service is over. It seems as if the whole town is heading towards them, like an army in beige and lilac.

         ‘Yes,’ says the woman. ‘You are. You’re the Websters’ girl.’

         The crowd is nearing the foot of the hill; they are close now and one by one they look at the woman in the transparent mac and they nod.

      

   


   
      
         
10
            May Day

         

         His tyres rumbled for hours down grey roads that went on and on, year after year. It became soporific. The journey ended in the car park beneath the Parisian street on which his ex-wife and daughter now lived. He locked the car and walked to Lionel’s flat, where he rang the doorbell and waited.

         Lionel came to the door, smelling of his Gauloises cigarettes. ‘Gareth,’ he said. He made it sound like ‘garret,’ like somewhere lonely and draughty. When Gareth had to say Lionel’s name, he said it the English way. Caroline always said it the French way, and Gareth could tell that she enjoyed the feel of the word in her mouth. ‘Have you had a good journey?’ he asked.

         ‘Not too bad,’ said Gareth, coming into the hallway with his weekend bag and a bottle of coffee liqueur, a gift, which Lionel took. They went into the kitchen, where Caroline air-kissed Gareth with a paring knife in her hand.

         ‘Rebecca will be home soon,’ said Lionel, ‘and dinner’s on the way. Come with me.’

         He led Gareth into the living room, offering him an armchair and taking for himself a place on the two-seater 11sofa, next to Caroline’s knitting. Lionel lit up a cigarette and offered one to Gareth. Gareth held up his hands in refusal. He must look, he thought, like a man surrendering. ‘I’ll take a drink, though,’ he said.

         Lionel blew smoke out of his nostrils. He got up and went to a drinks cabinet in the corner of the room. Gareth could not imagine how they managed always to keep it stocked, when he himself was unable to open a bottle of whisky without finishing it before bedtime.

         ‘Same as usual?’ asked Lionel.

         Gareth nodded. He watched the whisky being poured; he did not need it watered down as Lionel did, or mixed with Caroline’s ginger ale. The glass was in his hand when he heard the door to the flat open and close. He heard an exchange in the hallway between Caroline and his daughter, and after a while Rebecca sloped into view. She looked so tall, this long-limbed, long-haired girl; she looked like a teenager, which at twelve she nearly was. He must not tell her that she had grown; she hated that.

         ‘Hi, Dad,’ she said, coming into the living room.

         ‘Rebecca,’ said Lionel, beckoning her over to where he sat. They exchanged a greeting that was part embrace and part kiss, and Gareth found it hard to watch. It was one of the first things that he had noticed about Lionel: how tactile he was.

         Rebecca turned to Gareth, who put his glass down empty on a side table. It had been so easy to cuddle her when she was little, but at some point that had stopped. She approached, kissed the space on either side of him, and moved away again. Tomorrow, the two of them would get out of Lionel’s flat, where it was impossible to relax; he 12and Rebecca would have all day together, without Lionel always being there. He imagined them walking arm in arm beside the Seine, and sitting in a café; he would buy a bottle of Burgundy and give Rebecca her first taste of wine.

         ‘I wanted to go to the catacombs,’ said Rebecca.

         Gareth bowed his head. ‘I know,’ he said. It had been his idea in the first place, to explore the city’s subterranean ossuaries. Foolishly, he had made his daughter a promise that he now found he could not keep. ‘The thing is, it turns out, it’s closed on Sunday and Monday, and I have to drive home on Tuesday. I have to get back to work.’

         ‘You said it was open on Sunday,’ said Rebecca.

         ‘Yes,’ said Gareth, ‘it normally is, but not on the first of May.’ The information was right there on the website, but he had not seen it, or had not understood; it was all in French.

         ‘So the two days you’re here, it’s closed,’ said Rebecca.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Gareth, ‘but we’ll do something else.’

         Rebecca rolled her eyes.

         ‘You can see a video of the catacombs on the Internet,’ he said. He had seen it; he had seen the walls of skulls.

         ‘That’s hardly the same,’ said Rebecca.

         ‘I know,’ said Gareth.

         ‘What are we going to do tomorrow, then?’ asked Rebecca.

         ‘Well,’ said Gareth, ‘I thought we could go down the sewers.’

         ‘The sewers?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Gareth. ‘The sewer system is a network of underground tunnels, just like the catacombs, but the sewers are even older.’ 13

         ‘And they stink,’ said Rebecca.

         Caroline called from the kitchen, ‘Rebecca, go and wash your hands before dinner.’

         Rebecca made a face but Lionel said, ‘Now, Rebecca,’ and Rebecca went to wash her hands.

         ‘Please excuse me,’ said Lionel. He left the room, turning towards the kitchen, where Gareth imagined him putting his hands on Caroline, speaking to her in French, and she would understand him, smile at him, give him something to carry.

         Gareth took his glass over to the drinks cabinet and poured himself a generous measure.

         
             

         

         Lionel stood at the head of the table, carving the meat while everyone watched. Caroline had put on some music, much of which Gareth did not recognise, and what he did recognise he did not remember her ever having listened to before. The Bee Gees came on, and Caroline said that her favourite was Barry Gibb, and that she had always preferred him with a beard. ‘I do like a man with a beard,’ she said, and Lionel stroked his goatee.

         A bottle of red wine was already open on the table, and Lionel poured out three glasses. He raised his – ‘To family …’ – and they drank, and then Lionel passed his glass to Rebecca so that she could have a taste. He turned to Gareth and asked, ‘Are you still scuba-diving?’

         Gareth said that he was.

         ‘But only in the Thames,’ said Lionel.

         ‘I like the Thames,’ said Gareth.

         Caroline used to say to him, after a Thames Estuary dive, ‘You smell of the river.’ She meant it in a bad way 14but Gareth loved the river and was addicted to its cold briny tang.

         He detailed his most recent wreck dive and told the story about Henry IV’s coffin, which was on its way down the Thames to Canterbury Cathedral when a storm broke and the body was thrown overboard.

         ‘You told this story before,’ said Lionel. ‘I don’t think it’s true.’

         ‘Whether he’s under the Thames or sealed in a tomb, he’s dead either way,’ said Rebecca.

         Most of Gareth’s dives had been under thirty metres, but recently he had started going deeper. There was a table in his diving manual that showed the effects of nitrogen narcosis on the diver, which began as soon as the diver started his descent and which increased with depth. Even at twenty metres, the diver had mildly impaired reasoning. The diver did not notice it himself. Or perhaps he was aware of something like a softening of the senses. It was restful down there. At thirty metres, the diver began to make errors of calculation, and below fifty metres, euphoria could turn into hysterical laughter and terror, before giving way to hallucinations. Well, he had never been that far down, but he had got down to forty-two metres. You had to keep your eye on your depth gauge or the temptation was to keep going deeper.

         ‘I would not like it,’ said Lionel. ‘I would feel claustrophobic, in that mask you have to wear, and with all those tonnes of water on top of you, and it must get dark down there.’

         ‘It does,’ said Gareth. He had been on dives where it was hard to see anything except for the blackness of the water 15itself. It was disorienting. You could feel disconnected; you could feel peaceful. It was essentially sensory deprivation, as used in both therapy and torture.

         ‘We prefer tennis,’ said Lionel, throwing a smile in Caroline’s direction. ‘It keeps us young.’

         Gareth ran a hand over his head, over the inches where his hair used to be. He felt like a monk.

         ‘Who is caring for your dog while you are here?’ asked Lionel.

         ‘He died,’ said Gareth. ‘He had a tumour.’

         ‘He died?’ said Rebecca.

         ‘You can’t just announce something like that,’ said Caroline, ‘over the dinner table with no warning.’

         Rebecca was crying.

         ‘It’s surprising, actually,’ said Gareth, ‘what can be announced over the dinner table with no warning.’ He reached for the wine bottle, refilled his glass and ate in silence while Caroline comforted their daughter.

         
             

         

         He woke feeling anxious, with a racing heart and clammy skin. He felt as if his brain had shrunk; deep within the walls of his skull, he could feel it pulsing.

         He was on the short sofa, in a sleeping bag. The curtains were closed but there were gaps through which he could see daylight.

         His wine glass was still there on a side table. He raised himself up on his elbows, picked up his glass and drained the dregs.

         He lay down again, wanting to go back to sleep. He tried to get comfortable on Lionel’s sofa but was unable to make himself fit. He kept sliding off. 16

         His bladder eventually forced him to get up. He unzipped his sleeping bag and made his way into the hallway. Across from the living room, through an open door, he could see the master bedroom, which reeked of Lionel’s Gauloises. He saw the dishevelled bed.

         In the bathroom, Gareth pissed and showered but did not shave. He emerged just as Caroline was leaving for work. Standing in the hallway with her coat already on, she looked at his face. Frowning at his chin, she said, ‘Do you need me to pick you up a razor?’

         Gareth touched his stubble and said no, he had a razor with him.

         ‘All right,’ said Caroline, turning away, patting her pockets to see that she had everything she needed. When the door closed behind her, Gareth headed towards the kitchen; he could hear his daughter’s voice and paused outside, listening.

         ‘I wanted to go to the catacombs,’ she said.

         ‘I know you did,’ said Lionel. ‘I will take you there.’

         ‘The sewers!’ Rebecca said. ‘Why would he take me to the sewers?’

         Gareth heard Lionel laughing. He entered the kitchen. The two of them were at the breakfast bar – Rebecca had her back to him, but Lionel saw him and asked, ‘How did you sleep?’

         Gareth rubbed his face and made a non-committal noise.

         Lionel poured him a cup of coffee and gestured towards the breakfast items laid out on the counter. ‘Everything is here. You can help yourself,’ he said as he left the room. Rebecca reached for the jam, and Gareth watched her spreading her circles of toasted baguette. 17

         He said, ‘I’ve got a riddle for you.’ Rebecca had always liked riddles when she was little. ‘I never was, am always to be; no one ever saw me, nor ever will. What am I?’

         Rebecca pointed to her mouth, which she had just filled, to indicate that she could not talk to him. Lionel came back into the kitchen. He said to Gareth, ‘Do you need to borrow my razor?’

         ‘I have a razor,’ said Gareth.

         ‘Are you trying to grow a beard?’ asked Lionel. ‘When you dive, it will interfere with the seal on your mask. Your mask will leak.’

         Rebecca stood up, still chewing, and put her plate into the sink.

         ‘You look tired,’ said Lionel, observing Gareth.

         Through the last of the food in her mouth, Rebecca said, ‘We can just stay in, if you’re tired.’

         ‘I’m not tired,’ said Gareth.

         ‘You look tired,’ said Rebecca.

         ‘We can watch a film,’ said Lionel. A feelm. He made a few suggestions to Rebecca, to which she responded enthusiastically.

         ‘We can watch a film this evening, Rebecca,’ said Gareth, ‘but I wanted to spend today doing something together.’

         ‘We can watch a film together,’ said Rebecca.

         Gareth could not stress in front of Lionel that his plans for the day had not included him. ‘We don’t have to go to the sewers,’ he said. ‘We could just go for a walk by the river.’

         ‘Maybe next time,’ said Rebecca, who was already going with Lionel into the living room.

         With one hand clutching his untouched cup of coffee and the other scratching at his itchy stubble, Gareth said 18quietly to himself, ‘Tomorrow. I’m tomorrow.’ He looked at the coffee liqueur that he had brought to give to Caroline, and which Lionel had taken from him; it was out on the counter, not yet opened. Gareth took a slug of his coffee, unscrewed the cap and topped up his cup. He went through to the living room, where the film was already playing. Rebecca was on the two-seater sofa; Lionel was sitting beside her, holding the remote control.

         Gareth sat down in the armchair, but he found that he could not follow the film – he was distracted by Lionel, who laughed too often and too loudly. Gareth returned to the kitchen for more coffee, and before the film was halfway through, he had left the flat.

         
             

         

         He walked in the direction of the Seine and then took the metro to Pont de l’Alma, the stop for the sewers. He was not far from the Eiffel Tower. A few years before, he had taken Rebecca up the Eiffel Tower, or part of the way up. The structure was never meant to be permanent, he had told her; it was always supposed to be temporary, but it had been standing strong, this wrought iron tower, for well over a century now.

         ‘I know,’ she had said, sounding like a teenager even then. ‘I live here, remember?’

         On the first level of the Eiffel Tower, there was a glass floor, on which they stood, looking down at the ground below, and Gareth, with a little bounce, said, ‘I hope it’s strong.’ On the second level, they joined the snaking queue for the lift that would take them to the very top. After shuffling almost to the front of the queue, Gareth realised that they had the wrong tickets; they would have to pay extra 19to take the lift to the top. In order to pay, he would have to leave his place in the queue and go and find the right booth, and he could not leave Rebecca there as a place-holder, at her age (could he? he thought, eyeing his daughter and the strangers around her). There was not time to start queuing all over again; he had to get her back to Lionel’s flat at a reasonable hour. He gave up their place, and as they walked back down the length of the queue, Gareth tried to explain to Rebecca what had happened. ‘They should have put up signs near the start of the queue,’ he said, before seeing that they had in fact put up plenty of signs. On the stairs that took them back down to ground level, Rebecca kept asking, ‘But why, why can’t we go to the top?’ and in the end, Gareth had been reduced to saying, ‘Because we can’t.’ By the time they reached the metro, she had fallen silent. As they travelled through the tunnels, Gareth closed his eyes and could have slept. When he heard Rebecca telling him, ‘This is where we get off,’ he was sorry to have to open them again; he had no desire to leave the underground, to return to daylight and Lionel’s flat.

         He had been walking for a while now without paying attention to his route. Looking around, he realised that he had no idea where he was, other than that he was outside a bar. He went inside. He sat down at the bar and drank a beer, and during his second one he told the barman about Lionel. ‘You’d think she was his daughter. And the way he laughs—’ Mostly the barman listened without speaking, but he seemed to understand. There were other customers as well, visible here and there in the dimly lit room; the barman came and went, and Gareth felt himself relaxing. He ought to stop at two, he thought, and get back to the 20flat, but he found himself ordering a third, which arrived with a shot. ‘I wanted to take her to the catacombs,’ said Gareth, ‘but they’re closed.’ He downed the shot. It was getting gloomy outside and Gareth wondered if it would rain and then he realised that it was just late; he had lost track of time. But he saw no harm in staying in the tranquillity of the bar for a while longer.

         ‘Yes,’ said the barman. ‘But you can still go down, if you want to go alone. You are in the right place.’ The barman lifted a hatch in the bar and beckoned to Gareth, who got down off his stool, carefully, as if testing the ground’s stability. Behind the bar, the barman was lifting up another hatch, in the floor. He led Gareth down through the opening, down a flight of rickety wooden steps, into a cramped cellar. It smelt of stone and dust and alcohol. The barman was over by the far wall, shifting stacked cases of wine, behind which – Gareth could now see – the cellar extended, although it was bare and unlit back there, and seemed to narrow, like the neck of a bottle. The barman gestured for Gareth to go on through the hole he had made. Gareth stepped into this previously hidden part of the cellar, whose narrowing made it more like a passageway really, or a tunnel. He had a years-old memory of being in an extensive wine cellar whose cool, dim corridor of exquisite and collectable bottles went on and on. He tried to recall where it was, that wine cellar, and then realised that he was only remembering a dream in which, as he walked on, the rows of dark bottles to either side of him became rows of gravestones, as old and cold to the touch as the bottles.

         The passageway seemed to be sloping downwards, the way the Dartford Tunnel sloped to take him under the 21Thames every time he made the trip to Paris, and every time he drove back north. Gareth was still talking to the barman – ‘the smell of his cigarette smoke in the bedroom’ – when he realised that he was on his own; the barman had other customers upstairs of course. Later, he would thank him for giving him access to what he assumed was the network of underground tunnels that he had heard of – the ancient mines, of which the catacombs were only a small part. These tunnels had started caving in a couple of hundred years ago, and Gareth did not know how far they extended. Nor was he sure quite where within the network the catacombs were, but he felt sure that he was bound, at any moment, to come face to face with a wall of skulls, a wall of bones. He thought of how he would like to go back and say to Rebecca, in front of Lionel, that he had found a secret passageway into the catacombs, except he did not really want to go back there at all.

         In darkness now, he inched his hands along the crumbly walls, feeling his way forward through the cold tunnels. He said aloud, ‘I will take you there,’ and heard the words echo. The roof of the ever-narrowing tunnel scraped against his scalp and he had to stoop. He could not tell whether he was still heading down or starting to go up. Where the tunnel appeared to fork, he took what seemed, from his blind exploration, the easier way, although he soon found that it sloped sharply downwards. When it forked again, he wondered whether he would be able to find his way back if he wanted to. In that airless corridor, there was no promise of light. He could not even see his own hands. He ought to turn back.

      



OEBPS/images/9781784632755_cover_epub.jpg
~ Eastmouth
and Other Stories






OEBPS/images/logo_online.jpg
p—
-«

b

e
SALT

CROMER





OEBPS/images/title1_online.jpg
SALI
MODERN
STORIES





