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Author’s Note
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Albert returns to the town of his youth after 27 years, looking for a lucky break. He gets one in the form of a front desk job at a small seaside hotel owned by a gay couple. However, he quickly learns that all is not what it seems, and their issues resurrect ghosts of his own past.

Patrick, a guest with whom Albert forms a relationship, provides a harbour in troubled storms and helps him put the past to rest.

Thank you,

Alp Mortal
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Chapter One - ‘... by the seaside, beside the sea ...’
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“Albert; remain calm, breathe, just breathe ... ‘good morning’ ... ‘good morning!’ ... ‘good morning’ ... you can do this, Albert!”

The advert had said ‘assistant manager, small hotel, beachfront location, live-in preferred’; suits me because ... well, let’s just say that whatever I’m dragging behind me - like a placenta - is all I possess in the world.

This town is the town of my youth - I grew up, went to school and University here - left twenty-seven years ago. Then, it was cheap, sleazy and a lot of fun. Now, it’s the safe haven for the gay divorcee, retiree or ‘tired of London’. I bet five-to-one the hotel is run by a gay couple in their fifties. Jeremy answered the phone when I called about the advert that I’d seen on Gumtree.

Leaving the B&B this morning was an act of supreme bravery, masking acute desperation; if I don’t get this job then I’m totally fucked.

Walking along the seafront - in the past, the best hangover cure in the world - reminds me that I’m still in love with the sea. It’s so good to be back! Back from? Le Grand Tour, economy-style.

It hasn’t taken long to reacquaint myself with the landmarks and streets; Kings Gardens is one of those odd little streets which lies parallel to the seafront road, separated from it by a low wall, from which are suspended poorly-looking flower displays in hideous black troughs. The building is mid-terrace - The Seagull Hotel.

“Good morning! My name is Albert Shoreham and I’m here to see Mr Jeremy Fischer.”

“Have you come about the job?”

“Yes, that’s right ...”

Her tone is borderline ‘you’ve wasted your time; already filled’ but the receptionist, a young woman of about twenty-five, picks up a telephone receiver and dials a single digit.

“Albert Shoreham is in reception to see Jeremy ... deal with it, Barry!”

She replaces the receiver and addresses me, “Please take a seat; Mr Fischer is indisposed so Mr Charnforth - one of the owners - will be down shortly. Can I offer you a coffee?”

“Uhm; yes, thank you ...”

The young lady is smartly dressed - almost elegantly. Somewhat out of place in this - how shall I put it - more boudoir than boutique hotel?

“Here you are.”

“Thank you. So, do you work here?”

“Filling in - I’m Pru. I hope you’ve got a thick skin ...”

She waltzes off, leaving me more nervous, and distinctly bilious - then I did rather fill up at breakfast, assuming that I might not eat again today.

“Albert Shoreham?”

“Yes; how do you do?”

“Barry Charnforth; won’t you come through?”

“Thanks!”

“Did you bring your ID and references?”

“Yes, I did; how soon before you need someone to start?”

“Like yesterday ... Mark left unexpectedly and he’s left us up the Swanny. When can you start?”

“Immediately!”

Shit! I said that too quickly.

“Take a seat and let me have a look at your references ... it’s live in, you understand that, don’t you?”

“Suits me absolutely fine ... the other owner is Mr Fischer?”

“Yes; and my partner of twenty-five years.”

“Oh; congratulations!”

“Get less for murder ... France?”

“Yes; three seasons at La Petite Finlande in Epinal ... the owners sold up and I thought it would be good to come back home.”

“You’re from here?”

“Born and bred ...”

“Can you start today?”

“Yes ... have I got the job?”

“Pru is agency and costing us an arm and a leg ... starting salary is two hundred pounds a week, all in. How does that sound?”

“Perfect!”

“Good! Let me show you the room which comes with the job ... I’ll see if Jeremy is free to meet you - terribly busy this morning with confirmations. Are you single?”

“Yes, at the moment.”

“No overnight guests ... The season is picking up and we’re fully booked through to the end of September. You will be required to give three months’ notice.”

“I don’t plan to move on.”

“Pru will work today, seeing as she’s already booked. Induction tomorrow with myself or Jeremy, and then you’re it. We’re empty tonight but seven of the ten rooms are booked tomorrow night, and then it’s bedlam for three months ... Here we are!”

The room is up on the first floor, at the back, overlooking a courtyard which is all paved and dominated by a car - I assume Barry and Jeremy’s.

“Pretty comfortable; there’s Wi-Fi. What do you think?”

“Perfect ... and a balcony!”

“Do you smoke?”

“Yes.”

“Nowhere in the hotel obviously but you can smoke on the balcony. All meals provided. Mark had a microwave and fridge installed in here. Day off is Wednesday ... okay?”

“Everything is absolutely fine ... Is it a week-in-hand?”

“Normally; do you need an advance?”

“Maybe just fifty ...”

“I’ll sort it. Well, settle in, and then come down and ask Pru to call through, and hopefully Jeremy will be free ... and he’ll need your bank details and your NI number.”

“Fine ... thank you!”

“See you downstairs ...”

Thank you, God!

oOo

I’m grateful for the time to get settled. I need to do laundry and get some cigarettes.

Jeremy was still indisposed, said Pru once she’d called through. Barry popped out and handed me a set of keys and gave me fifty quid. Pru showed me the laundry in the basement - apparently, we do all the towels ourselves but the sheets are sent out.

“Word to the wise, Albert ...”

“Yes?”

“Barry is okay but basically clueless ... Jeremy is a drama queen and looks sick to me. I haven’t seen him for days.”

“Barry said he was very busy.”

“Please! Ten rooms ... we’ve been empty for the last four nights.”

“He said they were fully booked for the season ...”

“Then he has a different booking sheet to the one I have on Reception ...”

Bollocks!

“Anyway, speak as you find. Mark left after a humungous row with Jeremy; something to do with breakfasts. I didn’t see him before he left.”

“I don’t really have much choice at the moment.”

“My advice ... sign up with the agency that I use. Gotta get on; have a linen delivery this afternoon. Catch me before I go at six o’clock, yeah?”

“Sure; thanks, Pru.”

Successfully parking all doubts and questions, I step out and head immediately for the coffee shop on the corner that has two or three tables outside and a partial view between the bathing huts of the sea.

“What can I get you?”

The server - a young man with dreads, piercings and tattoos - hastily wipes the table and brushes my forearm with his groin before reaching for his pad and pen which he keeps in the back pocket of his baggy jeans.

“An espresso and a coke, please.”

“Sure ...”

When he returns, I feel brave enough to ask him his name.

“Tommy; you visiting?”

“Just started at The Seagull ... Albert.”

“Cool name! I get off at six; do you want to go for a drink?”

Why can I never do that? It’s the simplest thing in the world, isn’t it? Christ; the agony of asking the guy out for a drink - seems like we’re two different species these days.

“Yeah; that would be really nice actually.”

“Where’s Mark?”

“All I know is that he left unexpectedly.”

“Shame; he was really cool. Drinks are on me.”

“Thank you!”

I’m trying to avoid the thought process invoked by the question about Mark. Tipping the coffee into the coke and taking a sip gives me a wonderful feeling. It was something I drank in the past when I worked in the South of France - brings back memories of the heat of the sun, the smell of pine and lavender, the sheen of oiled bodies, the tang of salt ... and other things in those days. It always felt so easy to pick up guys when the sun was shining and barely a scrap of nylon separated our groins; names were unimportant and all we wanted to do was fuck. The drought started about ten years ago when I turned thirty-eight - ever since, I’ve written it off as the inevitable consequence of travelling. The truth is ... lack of confidence. Forty-eight is hardly ancient but there’s a tipping point and it feels like I’m sinking slowly down towards the horizon. I pray for one final, dying blaze of glory ... or even just le rayon vert.

I assume Tommy is looking for nothing more than a drink and a bit of gossip. Chances are, we’ll see each other every day, and as naïve as it sounds, I like to think that there is still the camaraderie between staff that I’ve enjoyed in the past. I need friends more than I need shags.

Without having to wait for Tommy to reappear with the chit, I decide to walk as far as Palace Pier and Madeira Drive. Our usual haunt - The Concorde Bar - is gone. We’d go out, tanked up on cheap vodka, and party until four o’clock in the morning. Then we’d head up to the greasy spoon by the railway station and have breakfast. Quick pop back to the digs to fuck - and shower - and in a lecture or work by nine o’clock ... looking forward to the same again, every night of the week.

Mindful of my promise to see Pru before she heads off at six o’clock - and Tommy - I wander back, pick up some basic supplies and plan to sort out my room. Unpacking will be a job of ten minutes.

When I reach the hotel, a man - I’m guessing Jeremy - is outside, watering the plants in the tubs on the terrace and in the window boxes. I swear he looks like a ghost. The cigarette at the corner of his mouth has burned down to the filter and he seems completely oblivious to everything.  I say hello but he doesn’t react at all. Pru is on the phone so I can’t ask her who it is.

At a quarter to six, I pop down and say goodbye to Pru. She hands me the number for the agency.

“Thanks! Was that Jeremy outside when I
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