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For the children of Hastings




CHAPTER ONE


The Beasts Go To Sea


Lion leaned against his shield and yawned. He was fed-up and aching, and he was definitely not amused as he looked down from the pedestal he was standing on. His back, particularly, gave him constant pain. The artist who had made him had set him on his hind legs, looking out over the sea. The trouble was he couldn’t see Unicorn, as they both faced in opposite directions. Still, he could hear Unicorn grumbling and groaning about the crumbling in her own stone body, but the Beasts had to shout to have any conversation.


“What about it, then?” called Lion. “You have been complaining for years, almost all the time I’ve known you, and you are still standing there, propping yourself up. Get down, and have a bit of fun.”


[image: ]


“Come off it, Lion,” Unicorn answered. “You know perfectly well that I’d be rounded up in an instant, and everyone would scream in fright in the meantime. Anyway, what’s the matter with you? You are just as bored and crumbly as I am. You are supposed to be brave because you’re a lion, and if a walk along the pavement is risky, fair enough. Just go for it.”


“Right,” said Lion. “Well, we’ll both do it, only let’s not go mad. Let’s wait until half past twelve tonight, and when I say the word, we’ll jump for it.”


“OK,” Unicorn replied, “suits me.”


With that, they fell silent, but they were both dreaming of what they would do when they claimed their freedom for a few hours.


*   *   *


At half an hour past midnight, Lion called out “Now!”


He didn’t have to shout as loudly as he had in the afternoon, as there was nobody out on the promenade, and the people who lived in Robertson Terrace were nearly all in bed asleep with the lights out. Lion and Unicorn clattered down onto the pavement. It was a painful movement, because bits of their limestone bodies had been worn away by the salty sea winds in the hundred and fifty or so years they had been standing on guard at each end of the terrace wall. Unicorn came to meet Lion, and they had a short discussion about where to go.


They had looked out to sea for so many years but they had never been close to the water, so they decided to cross the promenade and go for a paddle. They scrambled over the pebbles on their delicate legs, which were not meant for walking in rough places, and stood in the waves to let them wash over their feet. They were wondering whether to wade right in as a path of moonbeams shone across the sea towards them, when they saw a peculiar, yellowy-browny shape bobbing in their direction, just above the surface.


After staring at it for a few moments, Unicorn said, “Oh, it’s very like me. It even stands upright. I’ve heard of seahorses, but never seen one. I wonder if we are related.”


“No, sorry to disappoint you,” Lion laughed. “You couldn’t be more different, really. This little fish’s head reminds people of a horse, a bit like yours, but he only grows to a few inches and has a curled-up tail to swim with, not legs. His outside is hard like a shell when he’s on land, but it’s not stone.”


Unicorn was disappointed, but brightened up when the Seahorse swam over to them and trod water. He was also curious about his look-alike on the shore, and soon they were all talking to one another. Eventually, Seahorse asked them if they would like to come underwater with him to meet his friends. He didn’t think he could introduce them to any sea-lions, as sea-lions didn’t visit the English Channel, but there were a lot of other interesting creatures. Lion and Unicorn were excited by the idea, so they plunged through the waves and soon they were swimming with ease, as though it was quite natural for them. They quickly found that the salt water seemed to soothe their pitted, aching backs.


After a short way along the silver, moon-lit path over the inky black surface, Seahorse asked his visitors to dive and drop to the sandy bottom underneath. This brought them to a sort of underwater field covered in seaweed, which was swaying about like a forest in a stiff breeze. Seahorse disappeared into it. Unicorn felt a bit scared, but Lion realized that courage was called for.


“Come on, Unicorn, let’s go and see where he’s off to. We’ll be fine. We don’t want to miss a great chance to have a bit of fun, do we?” and he pushed his way forward into the waving greenery in a purposeful manner.


Unicorn followed him, but kept a look-out for danger. They heard some peculiar noises ahead of them, and then they arrived at a clearing with a company of strange musicians, who were grouping themselves and tuning their instruments ready to play. There were several octopuses, a number of dolphins and a few odd fish, like electric eels and sting-rays, as well as the sandy coloured fish that were nearly invisible on the seabed.


The octopuses could have formed a band by themselves. Most of them were surrounded by shells of different sizes, from the usual cockles to much bigger shells, and the octopuses, with pebbles in all their tentacles, were beating them like sets of drums. There were guitars, even a keyboard, rescued from an old wreck. Mostly, the players had conch shells to blow into, or shingle in rusty tin cans to rattle out a rhythm. There were double basses and other stringed instruments made from boxes and rope thrown overboard from boats on the surface. Lion and Unicorn joined in and chose two big round conch shells that made very satisfying sounds when their breath rolled around inside them.


The music started slowly, like the gentle swirl of water that surrounded them, and then it became faster and faster, attracting shoals of tiny, brightly-coloured fishes and the flat fish that normally flumped along the seabed.
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Soon the musicians were banging and blowing with all their might, and the rest were whirling madly like a tempest in all directions. They were about to stop, when a fishing boat passed over them, and its shadow caused so much laughter that they whirled even faster, knowing they were safe inside the grove of seaweed. At last, though, they put the instruments down and everyone flopped onto the sand.


Seahorse introduced his friends to the two land animals and they all found that they liked one another.


“What did you think of our music?” asked an octopus. “Do you have anything like that on the beach?”


“No, we don’t have any as wonderful as that, although sometimes there are gigs in the summer,” Lion said, “but we can only stand on our pedestals and pretend we are not aware of what’s going on around us.”


Unicorn winced. “Oh, my back; I forgot how sore it is while we were playing but it’s really hurting again.”


The oysters were sympathetic, and one of them said, “We know how to treat that kind of pain. We’ll put a layer of mother of pearl over part of it to seal it, but we can’t do it all as there aren’t enough of us. You can just try it out now.”


Unicorn thought it was pretty strange and was doubtful, but she let the oysters scrape the soft pearly stuff out of their shells with little flat pebbles. They smoothed it over part of her back where it hardened into a patch with the most beautiful colours deep inside it.


“Do you think I could have more treatment some other time, then?” she asked.


“Oh yes, we can call for the colony of oysters just round the coast at Whitstable to come and help us.”


The sun was starting to penetrate the water; it was still very early in the morning, but the fishing boat had reminded Lion that there was no time to lose if they were to be back on their pedestals before anyone noticed they had gone. The two friends swam ashore and Lion led the way as they tip-toed over the sandy beach.


“What a perfect evening,” Unicorn said. “You were brilliant on the conch shell, and I had a great time trying things out.”


Lion waved his tail slowly, from side to side, while he listened to Unicorn. He was about to reply when Unicorn said in a high squeaky voice,


“Lion, that’s amazing. How do you do it?”


“Do what?”


“Make your paw prints disappear. They’re in the sand when you are lifting your foot, and then they just vanish.”


“Really? Well, in that case I’m just as surprised as you are; yours are still there. I don’t understand why they should disappear but it could be useful if it goes on happening.”


They made their way carefully across the promenade to take up their usual positions. Then they relaxed, glad that they had not been missed. Unicorn was delighted to find that part of her back was less painful, just where the oysters had put the mother of pearl.


“Hey, Unicorn,” Lion called softly, “we could do that again sometime.”


Unicorn replied “Yes, we could; we could do it tonight, but you know what, Lion? Next time I go, I won’t come back. Nobody will have a clue about what happened to me. They may look in antique shops and gardens, but they’ll never think of looking in the sea.”


“I was thinking along the same lines. Tonight it is then, and straight across to the shore.”


With that, they fell silent thinking of a new life ahead of them.




CHAPTER TWO


Seagull


Lion looked all round his pedestal. There was no sign of life in the flats overlooking Robertson Terrace and he was relieved. A low growl rumbled from his chest that sounded strangely like a purr. Then he noticed a seagull on the wall below him, who flew up and perched on Lion’s shield once he knew he had Lion’s attention. In the half-light of dawn, Lion saw the gull’s beady yellow eye staring at him. The yellow beak looked like a useful weapon, and the grey wing feathers hardly moved in the breeze. This was a bird to respect, a bird after his own heart.


Seagull broke the silence. “I’ve flown along this promenade almost since I was hatched thirty years ago. I’ve seen you and Unicorn standing here, but you ever moved a muscle or blinked an eyelid, until tonight when the pedestals were empty. Stone statues generally stay put. Where did you go?”


Lion decided to trust him.


“We’ve been here since about the time the terrace was built, and that’s over a hundred and fifty years ago. Can you imagine how boring that is? It’s very painful standing in the same position, and the salt in the sea air is eating into us. Last night we went swimming in the sea and met Seahorse who introduced us to his friends. We had a great night out,” Lion told him.


“That’s quite a story,” Seagull commented. “Are you planning any more adventures?”


“As a matter of fact, we’ve just decided that we‘re going for good tonight. No-one will ever think of looking for us under the sea, so we’ll be safe. I’m looking forward to a wonderful new life. There will be lots of interesting things to do.”


“What would you like to do?” Seagull asked.


“I want to see as much as I can, and I want to make some good friends. Can you hear, Unicorn?” Lion called softly.


Unicorn had only caught some of what they were saying, but she replied,


“Just let me get back in all that lovely water. I want to do anything that’s different from this.”
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