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“Wholly atmospheric, The Off-Season  draws you into its unsettling world and keeps you there. I devoured it.”  Jennie Godfrey, author of The List of Suspicious Things

“Moody, atmospheric and with an eeriness that creeps up on you like the tide!” Anna Bailey, author of Tall Bones

“Time spent waiting for a funeral takes a sinister turn. An intriguing and surprising novella, simultaneously nightmarish and uplifting - it chills and invigorates, like an off-season seafront.” Alison Moore, author of the Man Booker-shortlisted The Lighthouse and The Retreat

“With its fragile, fracturing characters and chilly seaside liminality, The Off-Season plots a careful course between macabre and heartbreaking.” Charlotte Tierney, author of The Cat Bride
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“There's magic in this captivating novella… Robins has a lot to say about family and community.” Laura Pearson, author of Missing Pieces
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  To the Café


Tommy walks along the empty promenade. It’s early morning, the town mostly still sleeping, only stragglers doing their walk of shame in the distance. They pay him no attention. He passes the biggest gift shop on the Blackpool seafront, some two or three shops wide, garish and loud, regardless of the season. Today, the plastic windmills race each other in the brisk Irish Sea winds, and Tommy looks at the nameless woman sitting behind the counter. She is wrapped up to the chin, her fingers flicking the pages of a magazine. She continues to turn the pages even as she looks at Tommy, with no recognition on her face. Tommy glances up and down the empty promenade and silently wishes her a fruitful day before heading to the café. 
Behind him, he can hear the tinny music from the pier speakers, the robotic, maniacal laugh that belongs to some arcade game or other, one he hasn’t played since he was a kid. Music and sounds that play only to themselves this January morning. And the roar of the swirling sea, never silent, no matter the weather.
Summer is an age ago, forgotten between months that fall dark and heavy. These long days that don’t remember the feel of the sun, the tourists in shorts and vests and bare feet, the screams of children and the sweet sickliness of all the sugary over-indulgence. Tommy lost the magic of the place somewhere back in the 90s when childhood naivety had left him.
From inside the café he can hear the morning chatter, the window steamed with all their hot breaths on the cold glass. Tommy looks down at his black trousers, his black suit jacket, his wonky tie, and pushes open the door.
Tommy boy! Pat shouts from behind the counter, the permanent grin painted on his face. 
Pat, Tommy nods in his direction, their daily routine in full action. 
Usual?
Ta
Tommy pulls his chair from under his usual table and sits, waiting for his dad, Al, to lift his eyes from his copy of The Daily Mail.
Morning, Dad. Everything alright?
His dad shakes the page, lifting the corner that’s drooped. 
All good, Son, you?
You remember what day it is?
‘Course
Tommy looks at his dad in his knitted jumper, his hair dishevelled from the wind. 
Pat places a mug of tea on the table.
Bacon sarnie on its way
Thanks. Then, tipping the sugar into the brew, Sad day
Pat pushes his hands into the pocket of his apron. Sure is. Thought he had a bit longer with us, to be honest. He looks out the window, deep in thought, and Tommy wonders what he can see through the steamed glass. Pat sighs. Good man, our Joe 
The regulars, faces he spends most mornings with, bang their fists on the tables in agreement, nods accompanying. Tommy smiles in that sad way he’s recently learnt, this being the third funeral of the year and January not yet over. Sheila and George, B&B owners since Tommy could remember, smile back at him, resigned to the situation, knowing more might die before the year is out. At least, that’s what their faces say. He wonders if they know they have merged into one another, grey-speckled hair cut to the chin, black-framed glasses hiding eye bags, their movements in unison. On the table next to them, David and Mark turn their heads to catch the radio forecast, the newest additions to their group, and still a bit of an enigma to Tommy. New Blackpool, his dad always calls them, those who came for the laughs but got sucked into the town’s underbelly. He still isn’t sure what they do all day.
Bloody weather, David says, and Mark rubs the back of his hand, as Tommy has seen him do many times.  
Joe won’t care, Mark says. He’d be mad if the sun came out
You’re right, Mark. This is a good day for him. George’s voice booms, making Tommy blink.
In the far corner, her back against the damp window, sits Alicia. The oldest. The most watched over. She grins at Tommy and pulls a deck of cards from her pocket. 
Pick a card, she says, her thick Northern Irish voice now a croak.
Tommy leans back in his chair and reaches his hand out, pulling a card loose from her ridiculous grip.
Make it easier, Alicia, he laughs before looking down at the nine of diamonds and sliding it back into the pack. He turns away, pretending he has no idea how this trick will go.
Is your card the nine of diamonds?
It is! How’d you do that?
A magician never reveals her tricks, she taps the end of her nose. Alicia was never a magician. She worked in the laundrette most of her life, folding bedsheets until her hands no longer worked.
Why are you dressed for a funeral? she says, scowling.
It’s Joe’s funeral today. Remember?
Oh yes, of course! Then she looks down at her black dress. See, I’m already dressed for it
Again, Tommy forces the sad smile. You’re all good, Alicia. She sits back and sips her tea. David watches her like you might watch a toddler, his eyes constantly sliding between her and whoever else he’s talking to. Tommy likes this about David. The fatherly quality. His own dad is yet to lift his eyes.
Anything interesting going on in the world, Dad? Tommy slurps his tea.
His dad grumbles something under his breath. Tommy doesn’t catch it but knows he’s probably talking about the state of his country. He wonders often if this is something that comes with age. The moaning. The lack of anything good in the world. As he glances round, he sees his own future. Like God’s own waiting room. Picked off one at a time, sometimes out of sequence, out of an order that feels right.
Take his own ma, for example. Gone five years now. Just 65. The shift in his dad. Tommy knows his dad has gone to the place in his head where all he was waiting for was his own demise. It seems to Tommy that coming home hadn’t been enough of a replacement and still the biggest part of his dad had died that day.
How’s tricks then, Tommy? David says. Any news on the job front?
Al looks up now, his eyebrow raised in its usual way. Tommy looks away.
Nothing so far, David. I have to say, this winter has felt long. Looking forward to spring, to being first in line 
David laughs. You and every other bugger 
Should have got your taxi licence, like I said five years ago, Al says, back to scanning the pages of doom.
Tommy could think of nothing worse than ferrying the Blackpool stags and hens everywhere, cleaning vomit from the cab, because working nights was the most lucrative. It’s why his dad will amble home soon and sleep the day away. After Joe’s funeral, he hopes.
Shouldn’t you be retiring soon, Al? David shouts like he’s talking to someone who is hard of hearing.
Al barks a laugh and leaves it there.
Alicia is wiping the window by her head, but it soon steams up again.
Pat puts the bacon sandwich in front of Tommy.
Cheers
He takes a bite, the undercooked fat pulling out from the bread, long and stringy. Tommy plays with it in his fingers before shoving the entire side of fat in his mouth and chewing until he can chew no more and all that is left to do is swallow. 
Not having breakfast, Dad?
Already had a plate. Some of us have been here since dawn
Pat throws Tommy a look, a roll of the eyes that says ignore him. 
Here, Al, Pat says, what are your thoughts on the new supermarket that’s going up?
Tommy takes another bite, looks at his dad who sits up and back in his chair, folding his arms.
Well, completely pointless, I’d say. It’s not a cheap one, so who round here can afford to shop there anyway? And we’ve lost a car park for it. Supposed to be a town for tourists. It’s no good if they can’t park anywhere
These are the most words he’d heard his dad say in weeks. And he wonders then if the weather bothers him more than he realises. 
Oohh, Alicia says behind Tommy. He cranes his neck to look at her, but she’s still rubbing the window with her hand, trying to catch a glimpse of something outside. 
Alright there, Alicia? David says.
She laughs, rubbing again at the window.
Pat walks forward from behind the counter and leans against the wall, crossing one of his long legs over the other. Now, listen. Obviously I can’t come and say my farewell to Joe today, I have nobody to watch this place. Tommy catches a raised eye from George to Sheila. But I’ve known that lad for thirty years or more, and I’ll miss him like hell. I want you all to have a drink for him on me. He passes Tommy a twenty-pound note. And tell him I’ll be having one of my own for him later
Tommy nods, feeling a knot in his throat, which he tries to swallow away. Other people’s sadness, always becoming a burden of his own. His dad has closed his paper and sits with his hands folded in his lap, his face blank. 
Alright, Dad? 
Fine, Son
Looking up at Pat, Tommy says, I’ll make sure we all give him a good send off
Pat nods. Let’s make this the last one for a while, hey?
Tommy wonders who might have to die before he closes the café. He imagines he might be way down that list. Alicia, maybe. 
But he shakes his head, ridding himself of the morbid thoughts that have been creeping for weeks now. The feeling that time was running out. The knowledge that for so many, it already had. Forty-two. He’s only forty-two. Still. No wife, not anymore. No kids. Never got round to that. And what kind of grandpa would his dad have been? Might that have given him more to smile
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