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Tide in, tide out,


All’s forgotten.


Saltwash motto










PART ONE


At a jolt in the switching of lines, Tom Shift woke to find that it was half past three, and he was finally arriving into Saltwash.


Under the low mizzle, most of the town was faint and grey and he could only see what was close by. A parade of shops. A pub. A park. A scrapyard. Gone.


Through a tunnel and out into the light again, such as it was on this dreary afternoon, the track ran past the backs of terraced houses and long thickets of browning rosebay and buddleia, before a row of railings led to an open-air platform strewn with puddles.


The train slowed past Ladies . . . Gentlemen . . . Waiting Room . . . Lost Luggage, came to a halt, shuddering and stinking, and after a loud death rattle, the diesel engine cut out to leave only the sound of rain on the windows.


As Tom had dipped in and out of a fitful sleep since changing at Preston, the handful of passengers who’d got on with him there had alighted at other places along the way. It gave him a silly childish thrill of intrepidness to think that he and no one else had made it to the end of the line. But then the same thought had him feeling anxious, as if he’d made a mistake that an inhabitant of this bleak spot would laugh at or caution him about.


Perhaps it was just because it was so lonesome here at the station that he felt this twitch of unease, or it was just down to the fact that he hadn’t quite come-to yet. More and more often he was like this for a while after waking up, disorientated and perturbed. Common symptoms, apparently.


He never slept well any more, even in bed, so there’d been no chance of doing so on a train. Travel, he’d been warned, might knock him for six. He had to recalibrate what he was capable of doing now. The young nurse who’d taken his vitals at the last check-up had actively discouraged him from coming here, especially on his own. In response, he’d given her some swagger about being perfectly capable of looking after himself, and had told her straight that he wasn’t going to give into decrepitude just yet. Apart from the problem at hand, he was as fit and healthy as anyone could hope to be at seventy-five.


Anyway, he’d said to her, he was only going out for the day, and he wouldn’t be alone. He was seeing a friend.


 


He’d half expected Oliver to be waiting to greet him. It might have been the type of thing he’d do as a thoughtful surprise. But he wasn’t there and Tom looked around for someone else to set him on the right bearing for the hotel.


It being a Sunday, the ticket office was closed and so too the little snack bar. There were no taxis waiting outside the station entrance, and, as his mobile was old and had no facility for navigation, he was unsure which way to go.


To the right sat a church that didn’t look as if it had been used for years, and some brutalist municipal offices shut for the weekend. To the left, the sky seemed taller somehow, as it often did where land gave way to water, and he set off in that direction, crossing one wet road and then another until he came to the front.


Why Oliver had insisted on meeting in Saltwash, he still didn’t really know, but it was a hell of a place to choose at this time of year. Spells of rain had been forecast across the north for the rest of the day but here by the coast it was particularly wintry and glum. The promenade was more or less deserted, and when one car passed, it was a while before the next came along. Then there was nothing again until one of the resort’s grey-green trams crawled by like a giant beetle, collecting no one and taking in its stops merely as a matter of routine. The only people who’d ventured out were a couple of dark-coated locals walking their dogs, walking at angles in the wind coming in off the sea.


It rose to such a gale at times that, as Tom stopped to ask a woman dressed in oilskins if she knew the Castle, it was all he could do to keep his umbrella from being wrenched out of his grasp.


‘The Castle Hotel,’ he clarified, deducing from the queer look she’d given him that she hadn’t been able to hear properly. She did have the drawstrings of her sou’wester tied very tight.


In reply, she motioned to the buildings that ran along the esplanade in such a way that suggested the place he wanted was right down at the other end.


‘Is it far?’ he said.


She made the same gesture again, more intently this time, swapping the heavy plastic bag she was carrying to her other hand. Tom saw that it was full of greasy-looking eels, freshly caught.


Her assistance given, she walked away with her sopping, long-legged mongrel, and he had to lob a call of thanks after her. But she made no acknowledgement of his appreciation and carried on, determined to get home with her supper.


It was a day for staying indoors. A day best left to blow itself out, the weather being so unpredictable. As Tom set off, it changed again. Rain turned to sleet and the sleet to a bombardment of hail which fell in a deafening percussion for a few moments and then passed away as abruptly as it had started to give something of a view across the river mouth at last.


The sun came out, watery and warmthless, glazing the marshy span of the inlet with a rose-coloured sheen. A high wind moaned in the winding creeks. The wrack and seaweed hanging off the old jetties dripped and glistened.


What was that, a liking for the place? No, only admiration that anyone had ever been able to make this muck alluring.


How canny they’d been, he thought, those Victorian entrepreneurs who’d developed all this from a little-known fishing port to a prosperous holiday spot. To have rebranded the town as ‘Saltwash-on-Sea’ was such a simple bit of ingenuity, knowing that ‘sea’ promised things that ‘estuary’ never could. Fun. Romance. Adventure. Or the most modest incarnations of such excitements, at least. This was England after all.


Yet however deft the semantic chicanery, an estuary was what they really had here and at low tide it had been suckled down to a delta of dark streams and vast sandbanks that stretched a mile or so to the opposite shore where a lighthouse and a few white cottages sat by a line of stunted, wind-stricken pines.


No doubt Saltwash had been billed as prophylactic in the early days, and then, in the fifties, bracing, that most English of adjectives, the appeal of which Tom had always associated with the kind of satisfaction his mother and her generation had derived from toughing out wartime privations.


Before folk had started jetting off to Spain and Greece to get sunburned and drunk, there had been a perverse sort of fulfilment in enduring cold air and cold water. It was hearty and therapeutic, a veritable panacea. And from what he knew, successive Saltwash impresarios had, for the best part of a century, traded on the popular belief that the brown soup of sea salt and mud minerals in the river not only revitalised the body but cleansed the mind too. Whatever was scrubbed away, be it factory filth, remorse or sinful intention, was taken out on the ebb flow and buried under the waves.


But surely no one braved the water here any more, even in the summer months. All the way along the promenade there were signs that warned against doing so and apparently there were sirens that went off when a particularly fast-moving bore was starting to roll in. A necessary precaution, for the breakwater which had once provided some protection from the surges of the Irish Sea had been reduced to a slew of stony debris.


There couldn’t be anything in the way of river traffic at all now, making the lighthouse as obsolete as the large red-and-white buoys that lay half sunk in the mire – the safe passage they’d once marked clogged up with silt since the fish dock had closed and the dredgers had gone. No one even boated for pleasure nowadays. The dinghies sitting in the scrubby grass on the other side of the railings didn’t look as if they’d been used for years but were stuck fast where the water had dumped them long ago, their masts like stopped metronomes.


It had all come into the possession, or repossession, of the birds. Knots, oystercatchers, cormorants, but mostly gulls – legion that afternoon, turning above the quaggy wind-blown mudflats with plaintive cries and occasionally swooping down to search for something to eat. Something dead, thought Tom, if the smell was anything to go by. He’d noticed it when he’d got off the train and it had gathered strength as he’d walked by the riverside. Not the usual brackish whiff of a coastal town, but something faecal or industrial which he couldn’t quite place.


Whatever it was, he had to admire the woman with the eels for eating anything that had been pulled out of the estuary here. But perhaps, like the gulls, she couldn’t be fussy. Saltwash was a poor little backwater, tucked away on this far-flung peninsula, its glory days well over.


There’d been a funfair once but all that remained of it now was a metal archway reading ‘Happylands’ in jocular multicoloured lettering and an acre of bramble bushes and nettles beyond the chain-link fence. The pier had gone too but for its barnacled footings running out into the mud.


Other places had been abandoned. The Welcome Inn. Lucky’s Bingo Hall. The Crab Café, with its rows of peeling tables and plastic seats. Hotels, too, stood empty. The Royal Majestic had suffered a fire, its upper floors gutted to blackened rafters, and at the Sceptre the ‘To Let’ signs were peeling and graffitied.


In its day, the Gaiety theatre would have been considered something of an architectural gem, but now all the sculpted vines on its Italianate façade had become overgrown by real greenery. And further along, the white-walled lido, despite the scaffolding, was crumbling like an old wedding cake.


Only by the steps on to what constituted a beach was there any sign of an ongoing holiday trade. The ice-cream stand and the sweet shop sitting in wide pools of water were shuttered down rather than boarded up, waiting for the day-trippers and the long-weekenders to return.


They’d be mostly folk his age, Tom supposed. Or even older. Sentimental greyhairs who came back in ever decreasing numbers to recapture a nostalgia that, year by year, was harder to find – in the material world anyway. So much had gone.


That being so, he thought that the Castle might turn out to be locked up and lightless too. No matter that only a fortnight had passed since Oliver had made the arrangements to convene here, the odds of anything surviving in Saltwash from one day to the next seemed slender to say the least. 


But there it was, the hotel, next to a derelict amusement arcade. An imposing pile of a building with a tall, fortress-like keep at its centre and a four-storey wing on either side. A place that took itself very seriously with its stone cladding and imitation battlements.


*


He left his umbrella in the porch, shook the wetness off his sleeves and went into the lobby, all floral carpets, anaglypta, voluted finials and ornate lampshades.


He found it quite charming, though the charm lay not in the furnishings themselves but in the certainty of their sophistication in the minds of the proprietors. It made him think of his mysteriously affluent Great-Aunt Genevieve on his mother’s side, who, in her eighties, had dressed as she’d done in her twenties – brocade, beads and feathers – and thought herself the last word in elegance. Style was style, she used to say. It never aged. Well, it did. It looked like this.


Along one wall of the entrance hall were oil paintings of famous battles – Waterloo, Agincourt, Rorke’s Drift and so on. Against the other sat an assortment of ostentatious mahogany sideboards covered in lace doilies. And on an easel by the reception desk a sign in a faded decorative typeface read, The Paleys welcome you to Saltwash.


But there was no one around. No staff, no other guests. The hotel was in its afternoon lull, with Time drumming its fingers in the form of several rococo pendulum clocks on the walls.


Oliver had described the Castle in almost palatial terms, though he must have been referring to its design rather than its fixtures and fittings. Perhaps for him the lofty interior gave the place some grandeur. The ceiling of the lobby was notably high and cross-hatched with fake black beams as in some stately home.


Behind the counter, the pigeonholes for the keys were labelled one to forty-nine. Only forty-nine rooms in a place this size, thought Tom. They would be generously proportioned. Such luxury had probably been the hotel’s selling point once over. This commodious foyer the epitome of opulence. But it was so quiet and empty here on this rainy Sunday that all this space had a redundancy to it, a sombreness even. Or was it just that he’d started to see the melancholy of certain places?


 


A stern voice rang out from somewhere above, and then someone began to make their way down the stairs. A diminutive woman in a black roll-neck sweater and a tweed skirt suit, her hair set in a tight white perm. Presumably Mrs Paley.


‘I need you watching the front door,’ she called behind her. ‘Mr Calmine’s been spotted on the promenade. We can do without him wandering in.’


Noticing Tom there as she turned the corner by the rubber plant, she stopped abruptly with one hand on the banister and said, ‘Yes?’


‘I’m here for dinner,’ he replied.


‘You know that we don’t serve until six.’


Meeting her gruffness with affability, he said, ‘I realise I’m a little early. I thought it best to play it safe, the weather being what it is.’


She came down past the grandfather clock which struck four, lifted the flap in the counter, closed it behind her, and opened a blue, clothbound ledger on the desk. No computer system here.


‘It’s Mr Shift, isn’t it?’


‘That’s right.’


She ran the nib of a pencil to the bottom of the page in front of her, keeping its contents secret by screening it with her other hand. He had to suppress a smile at her officiousness, though it was peculiar that she should know who he was and have his name written in her book at all since he was only taking a meal.


She found him, looked up, looked down, looked up again in the manner of a border-security guard, and, once he’d apparently satisfied whatever evaluation she’d been making of his eligibility to stay, she handed him a small red badge.


‘What’s this for?’ he asked.


‘It is your first time here, isn’t it?’


‘Well, yes.’


She gestured with her pencil as if to say, There you are then, put it on.


He did as requested, unzipped his coat, and pinned the badge to his cardigan, wondering why he needed to be so clearly tagged as a newcomer.


‘Now, we don’t open the dining room until five forty-five,’ said Mrs Paley, as she shut the ledger and put the pencil back in its pot.


‘Right you are.’


‘Five-forty-five at the earliest,’ she said.


‘Understood.’


She looked at him pointedly. She wasn’t expecting him to go away and come back, was she? On a day like this?


‘Is it possible to get a drink, maybe, while I’m waiting?’ he asked.


‘A drink? Well, if you wish,’ she said, meaning ‘if you must’, and busied herself with a duster. ‘My husband will see to you.’


 


Across the lobby, in a capacious room called the Albion Bar, a Goliath of a man in a sweat-darkened shirt, mutton-chopped like your landlord of old, was standing behind the beer pumps and folding small pieces of paper into even tinier squares. When Tom went in, he turned and paused, as astonished as his wife that they had a guest to deal with when they were still in the midst of preparation. He too consulted a clock. An enormous nautical chronometer that sat between the cardboard racks of crisps and peanuts.


‘Your good lady said it was all right if I . . .’ Tom began, half turning back to the doorway to see if Mrs Paley might be on hand for verification, but she was talking to someone else in the lobby. ‘Sorry if I’ve caught you at a bad time,’ he said.


Mr Paley switched on his hearing aid and intimated that Tom needed to repeat himself.


‘A Scotch, please,’ he said, to keep things simple. ‘Make it a double. Wild sort of a day, isn’t it?’


Mr Paley looked at Tom’s badge (which explained this unfamiliarity with protocol), drew out a glass from the shelf under the bar top, put in two measures from the optic, set the drink down on a drip tray, took the money and handed over the change without uttering a single word. So begrudging had the service been that Tom felt obliged to apologise again before thanking him.


Natives not entirely friendly so far, he’d say to Angeline when he finally summoned up the courage to message her. It might make her smile. They’d shared a laugh together once or twice these last few months. There was hope in that.


 


With the pick of the brass-topped tables, Tom chose one by a window so as to keep an eye out for Oliver, but felt more than a touch self-conscious under Mr Paley’s watchful gaze and prone to the scrutiny of whoever happened to pass by on the promenade. He’d look like one of those men (always men) who patronised places such as the Castle at this time of year.


If he’d ever happened to be at the seaside in winter, he’d often wondered who they belonged to, these solitary faces between the net curtains, staring away the afternoon. Disgraced uncles, oddballs, drifters, perhaps outcast divorcees of the type his mother had sometimes taken in as lodgers. The quiet of an off-season hotel the ideal refuge for them, in that they didn’t have to talk to anyone. Or, maybe they came for the very purpose of talking. They came for the guaranteed attentions of chambermaids and waiters, who, with only a smattering of guests to serve and time on their hands, could afford to stand and chat.


Was that Oliver’s life? It seemed so from his letters. For him, it was perfectly normal to spend weeks at a time in establishments like this. But even one night at the Castle, thought Tom, would be a night too many, and now that he was here he was very glad that his appointment at the hospital the following morning had enabled him to get out of staying over. Anyway, he felt entitled to the comfort of his own bed. That wasn’t too much for a dying man to ask. He wanted to wake up at home, not here.


November was all the more dismal in Saltwash; the view from the window one of road, railings, mud and cloud and so desolate that it was hard to imagine that the summer days captured in the photographs around the room had ever existed.


As dusk started to edge in, rain crossed the estuary again, misting the lighthouse and then obscuring it completely. With the day waning, the gulls flocked inland and gathered on the roof of the concrete wind shelter opposite the hotel, scooping out the air with their cries.


If there’d been a few other souls around, it might not have seemed quite so forlorn, but the only person out now was a man in a brown suit who came along carrying several see-through plastic bags of litter. A friend of the eel woman, maybe. Or this Mr Calmine, who wasn’t to be let in.


It did look as if he was contemplating mounting the steps, but as soon as a young man from the hotel went out, broom in hand, to play gatekeeper as demanded by Mrs Paley, the doleful fellow seemed to think better of it and poked his walking cane into the tidal rubbish by the kerb before moving on.


It was how he pictured Oliver: genteel and tramp-like. And yet seeing this old boy outside proudly wearing his best clothes to go foraging in the gutters made Tom’s plan – as altruistic as it was at face value – seem horribly ill-judged. He had no wish to damage Oliver’s self-esteem or make him feel pitied, and so it mattered that he framed the offer in the right way. In fact, he’d got here early for the very purpose of buying himself more time to prepare his pitch.


If he were to say . . . or point out that . . .


 


He couldn’t concentrate. His mind wanted to go in a dozen different directions at once. And it was hot too. Even after taking off his coat, the room still felt unbearably stuffy. The cast-iron radiators had been turned up so high that the air above them wavered and the heat thickened the smell of old beer and body odour and the unwholesome staleness that often permeated buildings of a certain age. All over the artexed walls, there were blotches of mildew.


Perhaps they hadn’t the staff to clean in every corner, especially when the rooms were so large as this, but it didn’t look as if the bar had been attended to properly for quite a while. The lad outside sweeping away the gull shit and flotsam – and unwanted visitors – would have been far better employed in here.


The ornaments on the window ledge were all coated in a layer of fine grey powder, their colours dulled. The same went for all the other bric-a-brac that filled the sconces and shelves: the toby jugs and horse-brasses, the stuffed game birds and hideous pink vases shaped like huge, carnivorous flowers.


But it wasn’t only because of the dust that everything looked so faint. It had all been sun-bleached too. A long process, given that this was the north. These heaps of junk must have been sitting here for years, for decades in all probability. It was a display that had once sought to validate the Castle’s aspirations towards refinement and panache and hadn’t been disturbed since, lest the spell be broken.


Tom thought of the peeling stucco in the alleyways of Venice and the faded Arcadian murals in those palazzos turned hotels in Florence. There, the decay seemed noble somehow.


English dilapidation was different. It was the blistered formica on the tables of a seafront café. Derelict gift shops and thrift shops with whitewashed windows. A pub with steel plates over its doors. Cracked, pebble-dashed shelters along the promenade, roosted by gulls.


The neglect in Saltwash was so rife as to seem wilful. It was somewhere he’d rather not have seen, the way the hopelessness seeped into him like the damp.


How strange that he should find himself here at all. He’d never have thought about the place once, let alone ever come, if not for Oliver’s letters.


*


It was somewhat old-fashioned, which was no bad thing, but the Kübler-Ross unit at the infirmary had opted into a pen-pal scheme with other clinics around the country so that patients with similar diagnoses could correspond in solidarity during their ‘journey’, as they were encouraged to call it.


Normally, Tom would have run a mile from anything like that, but as nothing was normal any more, he’d been talked into enrolling and had found himself paired with a woman from the West Midlands called Elaine.


They’d been of a similar age with similar tumours, both divorced. Although, unlike him, she had children. A daughter teaching Marine Biology at Bristol and a black sheep of a son entangled in various ways with the criminal element of Wolverhampton.


Quite how he’d lost the rightful path was something that Elaine had agonised over a great deal, and ruminating on the life he might have enjoyed if he’d only made better choices had compounded her pity for her prodigal boy all the more. How she’d prayed for his redemption every day, assured that her petitions would be answered. Each letter had been a proclamation of her faith.


For someone to have discovered God after receiving a terminal prognosis wasn’t at all uncommon, of course, and Elaine’s religiousness seemed to have been something of a novelty to her. She’d had the sincere and unembarrassed evangelism of a new recruit. No reservations about claiming Jesus as her saviour. Firmly convinced that her cancer was part of the Deity’s plan to bring her to his loving, merciful bosom. She’d written more than once about the unexpected joy she’d found in her suffering – in that it heralded the end of this life of pain and the start of the life everlasting.


Her acceptance, her tranquillity, the way she could write O, Death where is thy sting? with such unalloyed confidence had seemed so magnificently fearless that, when she’d died suddenly a few months ago in August, Tom had felt surprisingly happy for her. She’d departed in perfect certitude. Whereas his feelings could change by the hour.


 


He’d been invited to her funeral but decided not to go. He’d have felt like he was intruding, and running into the son hadn’t appealed much either. So, that had been that. And, after a tactful interval, an email had come to say that he’d be fixed up with a replacement.


Nothing had appeared for weeks, and he’d concluded that there had been some sort of clerical hitch. But then, out of nowhere, one morning towards the end of September, a long letter had arrived from an Oliver Keele.


He was articulate, erudite and not a little odd with all the ‘old chaps’ and ‘dear boys’ that he tossed into his sentences as though he and Tom had been friends their whole lives.


It was an affectation, and an endearing one at that, but it was a tactic too and Tom had realised very quickly that the flowery style was a way for Oliver to be evasive. He’d talk about his cancer, yes, but only in figurative terms – it was the ‘intruder’ or the ‘pest’ – and if he edged towards disclosing any of his concerns about what was awaiting him, it was as though he’d catch himself going too far and offer a stoic Latin aphorism or a line from a poem or a play instead.


‘Ah, Tom, listen to me harping on. You don’t want to hear it, I’m sure. What is it the Duke says to Claudio about life? If I do lose thee, I do lose a thing that none but fools would keep. No point being precious, is there?’


Well, if that was how he preferred to deal with what was happening, if he found some solace in romanticising his terror, then that was his choice.


Or was it that he’d been eschewing gloomy thoughts out of courtesy? Had he been worried that candid meant morbid? If so, he’d largely missed the point of the pen-pal programme which was to try and exorcise one’s demons on the page.


In his reply, Tom had made a point of being frank about his own feelings so that Oliver would know that he needn’t be quite so chary. As a matter of fact, he’d disclosed far more to Oliver than he ever had to anyone else about certain things – particularly about what had happened with Angeline or, more accurately, what he’d done to Angeline. But over the weeks that followed, Oliver’s letters had continued in much the same vein as the first, full of digressions about nothing much – the weather or train journeys – and citations from the great and good on the subject of impermanence. Up stepped Shakespeare and Milton and Wordsworth and obscure Roman orators to speak on his behalf.


About himself, he gave very little away, and it had been a case of piecing together the scraps of information that had slipped out now and again.


Apparently, he worked in ‘theatre’ in some capacity and had been at Oxford in the mid-sixties which made him seventy-seven, seventy-eight or thereabouts. But that was more or less all that Tom had garnered. Actually, it was what Oliver didn’t say that often said the most.


He made no mention of family. He never talked about having anyone close to him for that matter, and so it had to be assumed that he was without a partner.


The image he fostered was that of a donnish library dweller, wedded only to learning and study, endlessly captivated, as he’d said himself, by the magnificence, the potency, of well-chosen words. He venerated anyone who’d been able to move his heart with a bon mot, and to read his letters was to be an audience of one for a rousing show of defiance against mortality. It was Literature versus Death. And it had started to give Tom the sort of transitory comforts he’d enjoyed in his exchanges with Elaine.


Her confidence had been in the will of God, Oliver’s in books, but it amounted to the same thing. Indeed, Oliver had found just as much consolation as she had. And answers too. Framed by poetry, everything made sense to him. And in the time Tom had spent immersed in his scholarly contemplations it had been pleasant to pretend that there really was nothing to be afraid of.


‘I always think that Donne says it best, don’t you?’ was another typical Oliverism. ‘Now, how does it go again? Death be not proud, though some have called thee mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so. Something like that.’


Afraid of appearing pretentious perhaps, he implied that he was merely paraphrasing such passages and dragging them half-remembered from his days at Corpus. But they were intimately known, there at his disposal, and inserted precisely. His style had the cadences of conversation, but it was all very carefully scripted in order to give Tom as much care and attention as possible. Every letter had come with a string of enquiries after his wellbeing.


‘How did your appointment go on Tuesday, old thing? Has your appetite improved at all? Are those sleeping tablets making a difference? And how are your cats? One was pregnant, was it not?’


His interest in even the smallest details was flattering but it bordered on the obsessive at times. It betrayed a feeling of inferiority, of unworthiness even, on Oliver’s part, as though, to him, Tom’s life was far more significant than his own.


That wasn’t an impression he cultivated for the purposes of obtaining sympathy. Oliver didn’t come across as manipulative whatsoever. The perception he had of his own unimportance felt entirely genuine, which, in a way, was even sadder than if he’d put it on.


The man was just starved of companionship, that was all, and that his letters had often been six, seven, eight pages long, and occasionally more, suggested that he’d had no one else to talk to for quite some time. No one with whom to share his literary passions.
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