[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
image6.png
‘Yours was too thin anyway, says Peter’s mother.
“Youll nesd somsthing warmer now you'rs hers.

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

‘Sonia.”

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

e thought we'd walk with you, says Pster’s mother.
“What a good idea,  lttle leg stratch.”

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

Then they reach the end of the promenads, Peter’s
father says, Ve 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.

“Tve booked you a table; says Paters father. It's a
fine place. It's whare I proposed to Pater’s mother. e
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 ssafront is all lit up with
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lightbulbs strung between the lampposts. ‘See? says
Pater. Who nssds Las Vagas? At the pavilion, they see
an Elvis. Sonia finds him disappointing. "hen the show
isover, they go on to the Grand.

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

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

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

T 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 Pster, T
doubt they've changed a thing since your parents first
came here?

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

The waiter returns to light their candle and pour the
wins. They raise their glasss, touching the thin rims
together. Sonia brings hers close to her mouth but
barely wats her lips befors putting it down again.

Al right? says Pater.

Sonia nods. She has not yat told him about the test
she did in his parents’ bathroom, about the whits
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
distant horizon seen through an asroplane window. She
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has not told him that when she came out of the
bathroom with the plastic stick stillin her hand, Peter's
mother was standing thers, and that when, after
braakast, she looked for the stick, it had been moved.

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

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

She sess, in the molten wax around the wick of the
candle, an inssct. Sonia picks up her fork, aiming the
handls into this hot moat. She is an air-sea rescue unit
arriving on the scens to lift the insect fo safety.
Carefully, she places the insect on a servistte fo
recover, as fit has only been floating in a sticky drink.

T think that one’s had it, says Pater, and Sonia looks
atit and thinks he might be right.

Peter, who had the whols bottle of wine to himself, is
still slesping the next morning when Sonia gats up, puts
on the beigs coat and lats herself out of the houss. She
walks down the promenade again, away from Peter's
parents’ house, heading in the dirsction she and Pater
came from when they arrived here. She goes as far as
the end of the promenade, where she stops to watch the
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gulls, and then she goss further, climbing up above the
town until she is standing a hundred metres above sea
lavel in the wind. She is still in Eastmouth, though. She
cannot see across to the next town. Mhen 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 otharwise flat town.

On the promenade, all the sheltars ars 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. Peter’s parents might be thare, and perhaps
even Peter.

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

Alons on the platform, she stands in front of the train
timetable. She looks at her watch, although pointlessly,
asit turns out, becauss when she consults the timstabls
she finds that no trains run on Sundays. She wanders to
the edgs of the platform and looks along the tracks in
the direction she would go to gat 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 ther 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
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know whether she has bsen recognised. The woman,
putting away the phons, approachss. 'When she is
within touching distance, she says, ‘Youre the
Vsbsters' girl,

o, says Sonia, preparing to introduce hersslf,
whilst at the same time noticing the locals coming dovn
the hill, coming from church. The service is over. It
Seems as f the whole town is heading towards them, like
an army in beige and lilac.

“Yes, says the woman. ‘You are. You're the Mabsters’
gl

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

ALISON MOORE

SONIA STANDS ON the slabs of the promenade, looking
out across the pebbly beach. It s 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 rav in the bath at the B&®. Her hands are
wrapped around the railings, whoss old paint is flaking off.
"When she lets go, her palms will smell of ust.

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

Tve 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 besm 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 lsts go of the railings and they walk on down the
promenade. Sonia, in a thin, brightly coloursd jacket,
has dressed for warmer weather. Shivering, she huddles
into hersslf. ‘Let’s get you home, says Pater. For the
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last half hour of thewr journey, while the tram was
pulling in and all the way from the station he's bean
saying things like that: e're almost homs, and, Ton't
it be nice to be home? as i this wers her home too.
Their suitcasss, pullsd on wheels behind them, ars
noisy on the crooked slabs. They'l know we're here,’
says Petar.

Tho will” asks Sonia.

‘Everyons, 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. Pster
nods at the woman as they pass.

“It's quist, says Sonia.

“It’s quist most of ths ysar,’ says Petar.

He points out a modernist, pre-war building just
ahead of them. Tve always loved coming to ses the
shows,” he says. My all-time favourite act is Cannon
and Ball. Reaching this seafront pavilion, they stop to
lookat the posters. Look, says Pster, ‘Cannon and Ball.”
He is beaming, cheerful when he says, Tothing
changss.

Peter lets them into the houss 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 Pster, ‘Vowrs home! Taking Sonia’s jacket,
looking at ifs bright colours, she says to Sonia, Blus and
green should never be seen” and then she puts the
Jackst away.

As they sit down to dinner, Pater’s mother says,
‘Sonia, what wers you planning to do with your
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Summ=r

“Tve applisd for a job up north, says Sonia. T had the
interview yesterday, and I think it went well. T should
hear tomorrow whether or not I've got i. I gave them
this number - Pater said that was all right. If1 gat the
job, Tl save up for a while and then I want to goto Las
Vegas. She mentions pictures she's ssen of the place, all
the lights.

If you like that sort of thing, says Peter’s father, ‘you
should take an svening stroll along our prom. Youllses
itall litup. He chews his food for a while bsfore saying,
Tt's a lot hotter there, though. It wouldn't suit me. e
stick to England, the south coast”

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

‘Look, says Paters 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 wins and says to Sonia,
“You'll be needing this.” Sonia supposes she is refarring
to their long train journey, or perhaps the cold
wather; it ism't clear.

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

T think Peter’s glad to be home, says Sonia.

‘and what about you?

T don't live hers, says Sonia. She is surprised that
Peter's mother doss not know this.

“You didn’t grow up hers, agrees Peter's mother.
Opening the back door, she throws the scraps into the
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yard and the seagulls appear out of nowhers,
descending instantly, illing the yard with their shrieks.
‘Our home is your home, she says, as she closes the
door, ‘but I do remembar what t's like to be young and
independant. Thers are lots of empty flats around hers
and they always nesd people at the pavilion. The place
s crying out for young blood”

T wasn't planning on staying long, says Sonia.

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

Their bags are sids by side in the corner of Peter's
bedroom. Hers has a sticker on the sids saying 1 ¥ Las
Vegas, even though she has never been thers. His hasa
label giving his name - Peter 'ebster - and his homs
address, his parents’ address, so that it can't get lost.

They g0 to bed sarly but Sonia lies awake in the
darkness, in between the cold wall and Peter, whos fast
aslaep. She finally drops off in the early hours befors
being woken at davn by what she thinks is the sound of
babiss crying, but it s only the gulls. She finds the noiss
depressing.

Sonia, in the bathroom, doing up the belt of her jeans,
can hear Pater’s mother talking on the phone at the
bottom of the stairs. No, she s saying, T don’t want it.
Tve changed my mind. Please don't call here again.
Sonia checks her face in the mirror before coming out,
finding Pater’s mother on the landing now, outside the
bathroom door. ‘All right, dear? says Pefer’s mother.
‘Come down to breakast. I've made pancakes with
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Syrup, just ike 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 speals to a
receptionist who says, Please hold. Then she speals to
a secretary who tells her that the job has been offersd
to someone slse. The secretary sounds impatient and
terminates the convarsation as soon as she can. Sonia
redials - she has some qustions to ask - but no ons
picks up; they've all gone home.

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

The following day is Saturday. After braakfast, Sonia
watches the dzad-eyed gulls gathering on the wall of the
yard. They grab at the scraps Peter's mother puts out,
and ifthe door is not kept closed thay will come inside,
wanting the cat food, taking mors than they have bean
given.

T think Il go for a walk, says Sonia.

Tl come with you, says Peter, bsginning to gat to his
foot.

Td rather go on my own, says Sonia. Mr and Mrs
Wabster 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 Pater’s mother if she's ssen it and
Peter’s mother says, Tm washing it. Mear mine She
takes down a heavy beige coat and helps Sonia into it.




