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            A GREEN THING

          

        

      

    

    
      It was an uncharacteristically warm day for October. The sky was a pleasant shade of blue and there was even a suggestion of the big yellow ball they had heard stories about. Of course, none of this was at all appropriate for a British funeral. Drizzle and grey skies and whatnot were much more appropriate for a burial in a small corner of County Durham.

      Mim pulled a rabbitty face at herself in the mirror. A lone green something snuggled between two of her teeth. When had she last eaten something green? She frowned, propping up her top lip so she could fish it out. Jamming a nail between the teeth, she seemed to push the green thing further in. It nestled between its toothy protectors, taunting her to come for it.

      “Damn you, green thing”.

      She went in again, but the green thing backed further into its safe enclave.

      “Mim!” Geraldine’s shrill roar rattled up the stairs. Mim sighed, hoisting her lip up once more. It wasn’t too obvious, the green thing. It could stay there for now.

      Mim regarded herself critically. She looked a little like someone who had escaped from Monkwood Hall. Monkey Dooly Home they had called it when they were kids. She flushed shamefully and rumpled her face. The white bits of her eyes were a reddish-pink and her nose, moist at last check, was a similar shade. Her skin had given up the last of the summer freckles and she looked dramatically wan, like a Victorian painting of a sick woman. Maybe sunglasses were needed. They would of course have to come off in the church, but she thought that she might just get away with them for the hearse journey.

      “Miiiimmmm!”

      She pushed the sunglasses on and trudged headlong into a predictably horrible day.

      Geraldine gripped her tightly at the bottom of the stairs, pushing her damp nose into Mim’s ear. She smelled like Anais Anais; all flowers and the eighties. Mim opened her mouth so that she could block off her nose, glancing at the funeral assistants hovering politely by the front door. Geraldine let out a sob which sounded like a barking frog and Mim felt a dribble of snot trickle down her earlobe.

      “Ahem.”

      A polite cough from one of the funeral assistants.

      “Of course, of course.”

      Geraldine swiped a tissue across her face, held Mim by the shoulders for a second, then dragged her by the hand and to the awaiting car.

      So shiny, thought Mim, the sun all bouncy and light on the obsidian surface of the vehicle. She kept her eyes firmly on the car they would be riding in, pointedly not looking at the one in front. She could not. It just was not possible that he was in there. Except that he was. Or at least his body was. She swallowed hard, a welcome tingle flushing through her body.
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        * * *

      

      Geraldine cried the whole way. Mim stared at the floor of the car. A stowaway leaf peeked out from under her seat. She wanted to pick it up, but could not have broken free from Geraldine’s clutch without some kind of tussle.

      The church was only down the road - it would have taken ten minutes to walk to it - but they dawdled along instead. Mim wasn’t sure why they had to drive so slowly. She pictured the hearse racing the short distance to the church, arriving with a cartoonish halt and twanging the coffin out. A chuckle wriggled up her throat. She successfully turned it into a sob, causing Geraldine to squeeze her fingers a bit too hard.

      They pulled up to the church slowly. Mim let her darkened eyes lose focus, so that the sombre faces of the straggling mourners became blobby. If she couldn’t see them, maybe they wouldn’t see her. She slipped ghostily from the car, successfully disentangling herself from Geraldine.

      The latecomers hastened inside while smart pall-bearers hoisted the coffin onto their shoulders - stiff jackets restricting the grace of the hoist - and paused at the yawning door of the church.

      “Oh Mim!”

      Mim took Geraldine’s arm, who gripped it like a woodworking clamp, and the pair followed the coffin onto the wet red carpet that split the smelly church in half.

      Eyes turned. Heads swivelled. Tissues dabbed leaky noses. Mim could barely make out faces through the combined darkness of the sunglasses and the lack of light in the church. She reached for the glasses. Geraldine leapt in front of her.

      “No Mim! We have to let him go.”

      Her face was contorted, features sloping like the victim of a recent stroke. Mim, startled, supposed she must have looked as though she was reaching for the coffin bobbing just ahead. She fixed her mouth into a grim line. She would have to wait until she got to her seat to take off the blasted sunglasses.

      The two women shuffled sideways into the aisle at the front. Mim discreetly reached for her shades once more. Geraldine thrust a mansize Kleenex between her fingers, nodding knowingly. Unsure of what to do with it, the tissue hung between her fingers, wafting in the draught; a little flag of surrender to the horror that was this day. The dirgey organ music plodding about the church dwindled to a stop, and Mim lowered her buttocks to the pew, the only body in the room that moved. Geraldine yanked her back to standing.

      “We come, each one of us, to pay our respects for a life lived.” The minister was all doughy-faced concern and pudgy waving fingers. “We come to give thanks for that life, and for the love and memories that you shared with…”

      A loud groan, like a dying cow bounced from the rear of the church. Mim twisted in the pew, taking the opportunity to pull the sunglasses off. A woman staggered to her feet and into the aisle, where she promptly fell flat on her face. Whispers leapfrogged the church.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Not very polite.”

      “Think I heard her nose crack.”

      Someone - it looked a bit like their old neighbour Mabel - scooped the crumpled woman up and gussied her out of the church. The minister cleared his throat.

      Mim sighed and turned back to the altar. Time to say goodbye.
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            FUCKING CHICKEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Before...

      “I don’t want fucking chicken.”

      Steven did not want fucking chicken. Steven had however asked for fucking chicken yesterday when they had been watching Countdown. Mim remembered very clearly, because he had been celebrating a seven letter word. He had spelled gargoyle ‘gargoil’ and was so pleased with his brilliance that he awarded himself a two-stroke hand clap, before folding his arms smugly across his chest. He nodded.

      “Let’s have that weird chicken thing you do for dinner tomorrow.”

      Mim had clenched a fist. Not about the chicken, or the fact that he had called it weird, but about gargoil. Gargoil!

      And now Steven did not want the fucking chicken. Mim did want the fucking chicken, but she wanted to be eating the fucking chicken up a mountain on the other side of the globe.

      She placed her knife and fork on her plate, taking care not to clatter.“What do you want?”

      “A divorce.”

      Mim looked at her husband of four years, then at the chicken on her plate. A blob of congealed grease perched awkwardly on the protruding bone. She was honestly just going to flick the blob of grease off when she reached for it, but the chicken found itself in her hand and she hurled it. The chicken slapped wetly on Steven’s cheek.

      “Did you just...did you?...You see?”

      The blob of grease was clinging to Steven’s eyelashes. She wanted to remove it. It didn’t go with Steven’s immaculate appearance and it was her job to make sure this was upheld. Except it wouldn’t be anymore, would it? If they got a divorce.

      Steven was standing now, shouting, arms waving. Something about her being ‘straight-up mental’. Mim watched him calmly, feeling like she was floating about somewhere else. In the television maybe, which Steven liked to keep on permanently, though he had the good grace to switch it to silent when they were eating dinner. Except they were not eating dinner. Steven was wearing hers on his cheek and shirt, while his grew cold and sad on the plates her dad had given them as a wedding present. Steven swiped a napkin across his face, though failed to round up the grease-blob.

      Apart from the eyelash intruder, he was looking particularly smart that day. Some presentation at work, she recalled. He was wearing the navy blue tie her dad had bought for him last Christmas. It was a smart tie, and Steven had put it on immediately, which had made her dad chuckle. Only later, he confessed, the word ‘knob’ was embroidered subtly into the fabric, over and over again. Steven had never noticed and Mim had never told.

      Steven was still shouting. Mim was still sitting.

      He pulled his seat around the table so that it was beside hers and parked his rear on it. He leaned to her, scooping one of her hands into his.

      “I know you didn’t mean that Mim. I know you’re just upset. Believe me, this is hard for me too. But you and me, we’re different people now. We were so young when we met. So young and unformed. We’re not who we were when we met.” He dropped his forehead to her hand. “You’ve got to let me go. I have to spread my wings and fly.”

      Mim cocked her head, wondering where he had found the speech. Those were certainly not his words. It wouldn’t have been out of place in a Christmas Day episode of EastEnders, though his performance wasn’t as good as the actors in the soap. Not enough sincerity. Everything felt very surreal. She glanced at the television. A rerun of a Russ Abbot show was playing with Russ dressed as Basildon Bond silently mouthing mean things to Bella Emberg.

      She swallowed. “You want to divorce me?”

      “Correct.”

      “Because of the chicken?”

      Steven squinted. “No! Weren’t you listening? It’s us. Me, you. We aren’t who we were. And I need to be me. And I suppose you need to be you.”

      “I am me.”

      Steven pinched the bridge of his nose. That’s what he does when he doesn’t get his own way, mused Mim. She had seen it at a stupid corporate dinner once when he had been - pathetically in Mim’s opinion - begging for a promotion. He had used it on Dennis too, before he had packed up for America and never returned.

      “You’ll never get it, will you? You are the problem, Mim. You are boring, stuck in your ways. Your social life consists of hanging out with your dad and psycho Trisha. I resent you Mim. I’m ashamed to be seen with you.” He hopped back to his feet and took a glug of Mim’s Ribena. “I’m going places Mim. I’m going places, and you are not.”

      Mim stared at him. He sat back down beside her. She licked her lips, wishing he hadn’t touched her Ribena, and slapped her hands down on the table.

      “Right. Where will you go?”

      Steven blinked. “What?”

      “Where will you go? You’re going places, remember? I’m not. I would like to know where you will go.”

      “Nowhere.” The grease was no longer on his eyelash. “I pay most of the mortgage. It’s only fair that you go.”

      The blob of grease was now on Mim’s finger. She felt strangely protective over it.

      “What if I don’t want to go.”

      And then Steven was on his feet shouting again, pinching his nose, pacing. Mim picked the grease from her finger, wiping it gently onto the rim of the plate. Happy that it was safe, she pushed back her chair.

      He hovered all the while Mim packed the big orange suitcase that she didn’t really like, but had bought because Steven particularly hated it. The hovering continued as she slowly folded some jeans, cardigans and jumpers and tucked them neatly into the case. Steven hovered still as she struggled to heave the luggage down the stairs and did not, Mim noted with irritation, offer to help.

      In the kitchen, Shubert watched her mournfully, heavy head resting on oversized paws. She filled a Tesco bag with a bowl, tin of Mr Dog and a squeaky pig, before hitching him up to his lead.

      “You’re not taking the dog!”

      Mim ignored him. “Come on Shubert.”

      The shaggy hound pushed himself to his feet, gave his grey locks a shake and trotted after Mim.

      Getting out of the door with a fully grown Irish Wolfhound, a Tesco carrier bag full of dog paraphernalia and a massive orange suitcase was not particularly easy, and it certainly was not a dignified exit, but Mim kept her head high anyway.

      “Shubert! Come back!” Steven made a valiant attempt to drag Schubert back inside, grabbing at his silver haunches. Schubert, with a swift waggle of his rear end, dislodged his erstwhile owner. Steven wept as the wolfhound made the executive decision to head into the night with Mim and her orange case. A small Mim and a massive dog made their exit under the carrotty glow of the streetlamps, Steven dropped to his knees, silhouetted in the doorway.

      “Shubert! No!”

      Mim bit her lip and marched as swiftly as one can march with such cumbersome adornments. She marched to the end of the street, rounding the corner before it occurred to her that she had no idea where she was going. She fished in her coat pocket for her phone.

      “Damnit!”

      The pocket was empty, save for a bobby pin and a bus ticket. She dug in her handbag. Not there either. She sighed.
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        * * *

      

      It was a tight fit. BT phone boxes had not been designed with wolfhounds and suitcases in mind. It smelled of wee, and the plastic-covered instruction notice had been half melted, the surface mottled and bubbly. It was probably scorched by a bored teenager or two, lamenting the lack of things to see or do on the bland housing estate that covered the dandelion-carpeted paddocks where Mim used to play as a child.

      She listened to the flat drone of the rings.

      “Dad?”

      Dad started his grumbly pre-amble, but Mim cut him off quickly.

      “Dad, can you come and pick me up?...No, I can’t get the bus...I’ve got Shubert...No, not at home...I’m on Cornwall Street...Yes, the phone box...Thanks dad.”

      Mim perched on the orange suitcase, Shubert’s heavy head resting on her lap and waited, like she had countless times as a teenager, for her dad. And like she had done countless times as a teenager while waiting for her dad, Mim cried fat sticky tears.
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        * * *

      

      She sank gratefully into her dad’s lumpy sofa and took the mug of steamy sweet tea he proffered, inhaling the tang of the creamy silver top that he had delivered twice a week. The fire was crackling gently in the grate.

      “I hope you don’t mind Mim, but I called Sandra.” Mim nodded, cheeks tight from the drying tears. Her dad continued. “She’s good with this stuff. Hearts and whatnot.”

      He tucked his fingers into his belt, hesitated, and then plopped to Mim’s side on the sofa. Looping one hand around to her shoulder, he rubbed a gristly chin with the other. Mim squeezed her eyes shut and let the salty tears leak out.

      “Oh Mim!”

      He pressed his forehead gently to her temple and patted her back. Mim leaned into him, succumbing to the sobs.

      “Whatever it is, you’re going to be just fine.” Shubert regarded him doubtfully. “She will! She’s my little Mimsy.”

      Mim sobbed harder, body shuddering with every breath and wrapped an arm around her solid lovely dad. He smelled faintly dusty and of own-brand laundry detergent and she breathed him in.

      Bong.

      Dad’s archaic doorbell sent Schubert into a frenzy, barking wildly at the foreign noise.

      “Shush, Schubes.”

      Her dad leapt from her side gratefully. Mim heard the door open, shut and a low murmuring out in the hall.

      “Hello Mim!” Sandra’s eyes and cheeks gleamed, her voice ringing with an unnatural brightness. “Terry said that you were feeling a bit blue.”

      Mim bit her lip as Sandra started pulling items out of the tartan shopper she pulled behind her. A ten pack of flower-patterned Kleenex, a pink, fluffy-jacketed hot water bottle, a travel Scrabble set and - the piece de resistance - two hip flask-sized bottles of Tesco Napoleon Brandy.

      “I got two because these were on special in Tescos. Such good value.”

      Terry clinked three glasses onto the coffee table, pouring a gleaming glug into each. Mim, tea thoroughly discarded, knocked hers back in one. She winced at the delicious burn in her throat then licked a stray droplet from her lip. Terry and Sandra sipped theirs, watching her carefully.

      “What’s he done?”

      “Sandra!”

      “Oh come on Terry. It is him, isn’t it love?”

      Mim nodded.

      Terry ran a hand through his thinning hair. “You don’t have to tell us. But if he’s hurt you, I’ll have to kill him.”

      “Dad!”

      “Sorry. But I will. No-one hurts my little Mimsy-pie.”

      A grin tugged at Mim’s lips. “Dad, I’m thirty four. I can look after myself.” She snorted. “Well, obviously not, because I’m here.”

      Both Terry and Sandra rubbed an arm each. Sandra took Mim’s glass from the cradle of her hands and topped it up for her. She sipped this one delicately. Mim stared into her drink, Sandra and Terry stared at Mim and Schubert stared at a moth fluttering around the lamp in the corner. The fire crackled.

      “Right. Well let’s have a nice game of Scrabble, shall we?”
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            THE EYE OF THE KITTEN

          

        

      

    

    
      A leathery black lump swung towards her face.

      “Trisha, be careful!”

      “Buckets of soz. They just make me feel ready for action.”

      Mim had never been to boxercise before, but Trisha swore by it, even having purchased her own boxing gloves. Mim had to make do with a slightly damp mismatched pair fished out of a plastic box by the door.

      “You’ll get rid of your anger towards Steven and you get fit to boot!”

      “I’m not angry towards Steven,” grumbled Mim.

      “You should be.”

      The community centre hall was packed with women. Mim and Trisha were the youngest by about fourteen years. Mim waved a fat gloved hand at her old primary school dinner lady, who stopped grappling with a punching bag long enough to give a cheerful waggle back, before pummelling it with renewed vigor.

      A brightly clad blonde woman who could have been anywhere between forty and eighty clapped her hands, before pulling on bright red boxing gloves. Trisha nudged her.

      “That’s Linda.”

      “Right ladies. Into lines. Are. We. Ready?”

      An enthusiastic cheer almost lifted the roof. “Woo,” contributed Mim lamely. The women arranged themselves into ranks, the bounciest of them jostling for the front spot by Linda. Trisha pulled Mim towards the middle.

      Linda crowned herself with a headset and mic that reminded Mim of Madonna. Though her lycra was all Jane Fonda. She bent from the waist to press a button on the CD player and they were off.

      Doof. Doof doof doof. Doof doof doof. Doof doof doof.

      The unmistakable pump of Eye of the Tiger blasted, filling the space, pounding their ears.

      “Really?”

      Trisha shushed her, eyes narrowing, gloves raising to her face. Mim noticed that she was the only person in the room not to have raised her hands, so she did, feeling self-conscious.

      They waited. Mim’s eyes danced, wondering what she was supposed to do.  The second round of doofs finished, and some of the women crouched a little, anchoring themselves to the ground.

      Doof!

      Arms and boxing gloves shot forward, one arm, then the next, marking out a steady but ferocious rhythm with the music. Tendons strained, bingo wings wobbled and all eyes glared at invisible opponents.

      Mim pushed her gloves forward, trying to keep in rhythm with the other boxers,  feeling very silly indeed.

      “Uppercut!”

      The boxers changed their punch. Mim had just started getting the rhythm of the first type when she realised that everyone was doing something else. “Oh balls.”

      “Imagine it’s Steven’s receding chin!”

      Mim pushed her arms upwards feeling like a bad parody of Rocky. A couple of the women near the front were making growly panting noises.

      “Hooks!”

      They changed punch again and Mim was completely lost.

      “Twist the balls of your feet!” Linda hollered, even though she was wearing a mic. Mim tried watching Trisha’s feet - how was she getting them to twist that quickly?- but then fell completely out of synch with her arms.

      “Wah!”

      “That’s it! Let it out Mim!”

      Mim tried to pummel and twist with the others. Some of the women near the front added grunts and roars to their growly-panty repertoire.

      “In the face ladies! Get that bastard in the face!” Linda’s eyes gleamed with mania. Glancing sideways, Mim spotted the same ferocity in Trisha’s face, and in fact, on the faces of all of the other women. “Who you punching, Trish?”

      “Steven.”

      “Oh.” Mim dug deep to find some anger, but the digging and punching just made her feel tired. She flapped her arms around and made a concerted effort to become invisible.

      “Break his face girls!”

      “Raaaaahhhhhhh!” The women screamed.

      “Rah,” squeaked Mim.
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        * * *

      

      Trisha was punching a punching bag. Mim was supposed to be holding it steady, but the gloves were making it really hard and it kept hitting her in the face.

      “I forgot to tell you Mim, I’ve got a book you’ve got to read.”

      “Is it like that weird space robot sex one you loaned me last year?”

      “No! This is brilliant. It’s this woman right, who goes off to find love. Travels the world, she does. You should do that.”

      Mim chewed her lip, stopping only when the bag hit her in the face again. Mercifully, Trisha had a kittenish punch when it came to the bag. “Where would I go? And who with? I can’t go on my own.”

      Trisha stopped punching, gloved hands dropping to her side. “You have to go on your own. It’s like a spiritual journey or some shit, find yourself. That sort of thing.” She stroked Mim’s head with her glove. “I’m worried about you.”

      “You should be. I’m barking.”

      Trisha hugged her. Mim angled her head away from the sweat puddle pooling in her best friend’s collar bone hollow. She blinked a fat tear out, tried to wipe it, thumped herself in the eye with the glove.

      “Look, read the book. Let’s have a think about ways to make this all better.”

      “I reckon it’ll take more than a book to make this better.”

      Trisha nodded. “Of course it will. But it’s a start.” She bashed the bag.

      “Ladies! Time to tidy up.”

      Mim and Trisha joined the throng of degloving women tidying up the community centre, and for a small moment, Mim felt both wretched and elated.
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            THE UNRIVALLED SEASIDE RESORT FOR HEALTH AND PLEASURE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Surprise!” Trisha flung open her arms like a hostess on The Price is Right presenting a lovely caravan or a set of golf clubs. Except this was just her usual rusty Ford Fiesta with it’s boot gaping open.

      Mim looked at Terry and Sandra, standing beside her on the garden path. They nodded encouragingly.

      “Are you giving me your car?”

      “No!” Trisha jogged up the path. “I’m taking you away for the weekend. Let’s call it a recovery jaunt.”

      Sandra proffered Mim’s old Head bag that she used to carry her PE kit to school in. The artificial lilac leather bulged. “I packed you some nice clothes, although I really should take you shopping when you get back.”

      Mim shook her head. “I’m just not really in the mood.”

      “Don’t be silly, Mim. You’ll have a lovely time.” Her dad took the bag from Sandra and plonked it into Trisha’s boot.

      “But what about work? I’ve got an extra shift tomorrow.”

      “Work, shmirk. You work in a friggin call centre Mim. I think they’ll manage.” Trisha hugged Terry. “It’ll cheer you up.” Trisha was all authority and village-woman wisdom. She jostled Mim to the car, plopping her in the passenger seat. “I’ll look after her!”

      Terry and Sandra waved from the doorstep. Mim pulled a face like a stray dog being shipped off to the pound.

      “Road trip!” Trisha ground into first gear, flipping a double cassette of Now That’s What I Call Music Volume 22 at Mim. “Chuck that on will you? It’s brilliant for driving to.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Mim popped the tape out of the cracked box and wedged it in the player. “You are the only person left in the world with a tape player in your car.” She turned the tape box over in her hands. “How old is this thing?”

      “It’s from ninety two! What were we up to in ninety two?” Trisha slapped Mim’s leg.

      “Geography homework, I should imagine. Can I sleep?”

      “You can try!” Trisha cranked the volume on the synthetic beat of Erasure’s Take a Chance On Me.

      “Really?”

      Trisha nodded. Mim shook her head, but felt a smile stretch across her mouth. “You’re a numpty.”

      “Yes! But I’m the best numpty you’ll ever have.” She cranked the volume up to drum-shattering level. Trisha belted out the first line about changing your mind and still being free.

      It was hard not to join in on the taking a chance bit.

      Mim grinned. Trisha was the least cool person she had ever met. And that made her cool.
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        * * *

      

      The Sunrise Guest House, Blackpool was a bit of a misnomer. For a start, they were on the west coast. Clouds lurched overhead and the breeze suggested that it had never even heard of the sun, let alone had ever made contact with it. It was trying, Mim supposed, to look sunny with its terracotta paintwork, but it was a bit forlorn with peeling window frames and grubby net curtains.

      Trisha consulted her phone, then frowned up at the property. “Looks better in the picture.” She jammed her phone in her pocket and shrugged. “It’ll do.”

      They carried their bags through the open front door, greeted with the scent of burnt toast and carpet shampoo. Nestled between dusty, overbright artificial flowers was a bell which Trisha dinged, summoning a tiny woman from the shadows. She glared at them, then indicated that they follow her. They smirked at one another and trotted dutifully through to a room. Five small round tables squatted obscenely close to one another, each topped with yet more artificial flowers. A pine-clad bar teated with optics lurked in the corner. Every wall had ten or more pictures in ill-assorted frames - lurid oil paintings of donkeys, the Blackpool Tower, and yet more flowers - interspersed with glimpses of a browny-yellow flocked wallpaper.

      “I’m Mrs Gatherer.” She examined them with mousey-little eyes. “We only do double beds here.”

      Trisha shrugged. “That’s fine.”

      Mrs Gatherer scowled, dipped a hand in her cardigan pocket and lifted out a scrap of paper. She examined it thoroughly, before sighing and beckoning them back out of the room. They followed her up the squeaking staircase as she rattled off ‘house rules’ over her shoulder.

      “Breakfast is at seven-thirty sharp. No latecomers. No vegetarians. If you come in past eight pm, use the silver key.” She stopped on the stairs, rotating to glare from a height. “If you come in past eight pm, you do it silently. Our guests like to sleep.” A mangy grey cat on a chair meowed its agreement, as Mrs Gatherer continued up the stairs, leading them up a second, narrower flight. “No guests. No funny business.” Reaching a tiny landing with two plain MDF doors, she produced a key with a plastic fob attached and fumbled one open.

      The door coughed to reveal a tiny attic room whose double bed took up the majority of its space.

      Trisha poked her head in. “Do you have anything bigger?” She turned back, but Mrs Gatherer and her cardigan were thumping down the stairs.

      Mim laughed, clamping her hand over her mouth and edging inside. “Cosy!” She plopped onto the yellow bedspread, sinking deeply in the middle. “It’s trying to eat me.”

      Trisha joined her, rolling into a heap in the sunken centre of the bed. “I think they call it bijou.” She pulled a rabbity face at Mim. “She thinks we’re lesbians.”

      Mim laughed. “What’s the plan, Stan?”

      Trisha stood. “Let us go forth and Blackpool!”
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        * * *

      

      Over a hearty pub lunch of sausage, chips and peas, Mim was starting to feel a little better. The three pints of Heineken were probably contributing too. Trisha popped her last pea in her mouth and took a long gulp of beer.

      “So, how bad was it?”

      Mim groaned and hid behind her hair. “You remember that time you had your ingrown toenail removed?” Trisha shuddered. “Worse than that. Like, if you’d got gangrene. And then your toe had fallen off and you had to walk on crutches forever. And had to take Colin with you to the toilet for the rest of your life because you couldn’t manage anymore.”

      “I get it. Awful.” She downed the rest of her pint. “I’ll get us another, but then I want details.” Trisha skipped to the bar. Mim very much wished that Friday night had not happened, and that she never needed to think about it again. But it had, and she did, because Trisha would never let her off something so significant without all of the mortifyingly dreadful details.

      Trisha returned, slopping beer all over the table in her eagerness. “So, he called you Thursday.”

      Mim nodded. Steven had called her Thursday, his voice syrupy with persuasion. “You know I still respect you, Mim. And Uncle Paul loves you.” She had muttered, “unlike you.” Somehow, he had talked her into it. “But I’ll meet you at The Nelly before we go.” At their old local, he had explained that his family would be “utterly devastated” to hear about their golden boy and his childhood sweetheart breaking up.

      “So you agreed to go along with it?”

      Mim sighed. “It seemed like the easiest option.”

      “So you got there?”

      “So we got there…”

      Uncle Paul had indeed been delighted to see her, insisting immediately on a dance. “You’ve a lovely rump, Miriam,”  he declared, weighing it up with both hands. She made a polite exit to the toilet.

      Steven’s Aunty Jean was emerging from a cubicle with Nanny Peg. “Oh, she’s got terrible trouble with her irritable bowel nowadays. Can’t stop crapping at the mo!” She had deposited Steven’s gran at the sink and pulled Mim to one side, without, Mim noted, washing her hands. “Now then Miriam, we’re all dying to know when you and Steven are going to pop out a sprog.” Mim caught sight of her fuschia visage in the mirror and for a moment, panicked that she was about to cry. “Oh no Miriam! Is it true? We all guessed you must be barren.”

      “Fucking hell Mim! That’s the worst!”

      “Oh, it gets better.”

      Aunty Jean evidently passed on the news that Mim’s womb was an inhospitable cavern of emptiness, as she was touched sympathetically by all of Steven’s female relatives at some point during the night. Gabby Torrence from the corner shop whispered “mine’s adopted. Don’t tell anyone. You can always move somewhere else, pass it off as your own.” Uncle Jeff suggested she could ‘try going at it a bit more.”

      Trisha barked a laugh. “Sorry Mim. It’s awful. Just awful.” She sniggered again, taking another sip of her beer. “Please, carry on.”

      Uncle Paul had got trashed and grabbed her boob. Joan Kelly got her heel caught in Mim’s skirt and ripped it. And Kerry Kelly spent all night flirting with Steven. To his credit (Trisha snorted), he didn’t do too much flirting with Kerry Kelly (“That’s because she looks like a goat in a human costume”) but he also didn’t pay much attention to Mim until after the cake. While Uncle Paul was murdering Please Release Me on karaoke, Steven insisted on slow dancing with her. She fluttered at his touch, and for a moment, resting her head on his shoulder, it felt like nothing had happened. That after Uncle Paul cried as he did near the end of every party, they’d return to their little lego semi and laugh about how crap everyone was.

      “Right,” he’d said. “I’ve got a taxi booked. You’d better come outside.” The pair had climbed into the cab, waving their goodbyes like a royal couple and pulling off into the night. “Where to from here mate?” asked the driver.

      “Just pull up around the corner please,”  Steven had instructed. They pulled up outside of a kebab shop. “You’ll be alright to walk from here.” It was a statement, not a question. Steven started humming, tapping out a message on his phone. Mim tutted, then leapt out of the car, before Steven could see her tears.

      “He’s such a cock Mim! I hate him.” Trisha rubbed Mim’s hand as she watched the tears drip from her best friend’s lower lashes.

      “He went the wrong way.”

      “What?”

      Mim dabbed her eyes. “In the cab. He went the opposite way to home. He didn’t go home.”

      “Jesus Fuckbollocks.” Trisha swallowed a glob of beer. “Where do you suppose he went?”

      Mim shrugged, grimacing. She sniffed hard. “Yay for freedom.” She raised her glass and downed the beer. “Now let’s get our serious Blackpool on.”
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        * * *

      

      Gypsy Carmella Rose: World Famous Teller of Fortunes had a narrow shop wedged between a newsagent and a donut stall. The orange and red paint was illuminated by two rows of bulbs, that seemed like a bit of a waste during the day. Photographs hanging in the window showed a tiny woman with a brillo pad of dark hair smiling between an array of celebrities. They were all there; Cannon and Ball, Cilla Black, Frank Bruno, The Chuckle Brothers, Max Bygraves, Bruce Forsyth and even The Nolans.

      “Remind me again why we’re here.”

      Trisha started bouncing on her heels. “To see what your future brings, Mim. To see if you’ll find real love.”

      “I did, remember.” Mim rolled her eyes. “You don’t actually believe in this crap, do you?”

      “If it’s good enough for a Chuckle brother,” Trisha grinned, “it’s good enough for us.”

      Mim poked her head around the open door. “I don’t think there’s anyone here.”

      “I am!” A man of around forty with brown floppy hair and a paunch stepped from behind a curtain. “Come in. Sit down while I sort myself out.”

      Mim and Trisha exchanged a glance.

      “Is Carmella Rose here?”

      The man shook his head. He looked tired. “No. Her gout’s playing up something chronic. I’m her son, Graham. I do readings too.” They took in his pastel-shaded Pringle jumper. “Who’s first?”

      Trisha pointed at Mim, who shrugged. “Me, I guess.”

      Graham dipped behind a curtain, gesturing at Mim to follow. She turned to Trisha, crossing two fingers hopefully.

      Inside the inner sanctum, things were a little more gypsyish: Turkish rugs, soft lights draped with scarves, mirrored cushions and gilt framed images of yet more celebrities. Mim sat on a plastic seat covered with a crocheted blanket. Graham took the other, a velvet covered table resting between them.

      “What’ll it be? Palm, tarot or crystal ball?” He was rearranging a chiffony-coined scarf over a picture frame.

      “What’s the cheapest?”

      “Palm. Twelve pounds.”

      Mim examined her palms. “Right then. Palms.”

      “No, just one palm for twelve pounds. It’s twenty for both. You want both?”

      “What’s the difference?”

      Graham sighed, combing a hand through his hair.  “Well, two’s better, obviously. But I’ll do the two for twelve because my mum’s not here.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Now, pay first, then you just pop them here on the table.”

      Mim dug two fives and a coin from her purse and put them on the table in front of Graham. She placed her hands on the velvet cloth, palms up, peering at them like Graham was doing, wondering what he could possibly see in the pink rivery valley of her hands.

      Graham ran a finger across her left palm. It tickled a bit. Mim shivered.

      “Hmmm.” Graham frowned. “Right, well. We’ve got all the major bits covered here. Travel first. You’re planning a big trip, aren’t you?”

      “No.”

      “Ah. Well, you will. You’ll go on a big trip. All over. Far and wide.”

      “When?”

      “Really soon.”

      “Who with?”

      Graham leaned in closer. “A man.”

      Obviously not, thought Mim.

      “And death. There’s a death coming up.”

      “When?”

      “Really soon.”

      “Who?”

      “A man.” He paused and licked his lips. “And you’re doing something educational now?”

      “No.”

      “Well, you did some education?”

      “I went to school. Is that what you mean?”

      “Yes, that’s it.” Graham licked his lips. “You like your job, don’t you?”

      “Nobody likes their job.”

      “Well, you’ll get a new one. Later. You’ll like that.”

      “What about love?”

      Graham drew her hands close to his face, then put them back down on the table. “You married?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Yes. There’s someone you like, isn’t there?”

      “No.”

      “Well, there has been. Am I right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’ve had a heartbreak, haven’t you?”

      “Hasn’t everyone?”

      Graham smiled sadly. “Not everyone, no.”

      “So, the love thing? Am I going to get some?”

      “Probably.”

      “What do you mean ‘probably’? Can’t you see a big love in there? A handsome stranger?”

      Graham wrinkled his nose. “Yes. No. I’m not sure. It’s a bit fuzzy.”

      “Great.” Mim sat back in the chair and folded her arms. “So a lonely future, a marginally less boring job and death. That’s all you’ve got for me?”

      Graham grinned. “No! Not lonely.” He flapped his hands at her. “Give me them back, I’m not done.”

      She sighed and handed them over, his thumbs on her pulse, her wrists cradled in his palm. Graham leaned in so that she could feel the air from his nose brushing her skin.

      “There is a man. Very important. Not love though. Companionship, I think.”

      “Am I going to get with a gay fella?”

      Graham chuckled. “Whoever you get with, they’ll be the lucky one.” He glanced at her. “Sorry.” He dropped her hands. “That’s all I’ve got.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, he said I’m going to marry Colin, we’re going to live long and happy lives on the farm and I’m going to have a big fat lottery win with the numbers nineteen, seven and thirty five, as long as I don’t tell anyone.” Trisha clamped her hand over her mouth. “Crap. Do you think I’ve cursed it?”

      Mim swatted Trisha’s arm. “I think you’re a gullible idiot.” She glanced around the pink and blue lights illuminating a sticky-looking dance floor. Four women, who were possibly having trouble remembering their fortieth birthdays, were jiggling out of time to Karma Chameleon, observed critically by two sniggering bespectacled men. Other than that, they were the only patrons at Rewind! “This place is a hole.”

      “But the music! It’s epic. We should dance.”

      Mim shook her head. “I am quite drunk and not in the mood.” She gestured at the women on the dance floor. “I’m sure they’d be happy for you to join them though.”

      Trisha beamed. “You won’t mind?”

      “Not at all. Go.”

      Trisha took a greedy suck on her straw, topping herself up with Pina Colada, before shaking her bum and wiggling over to the women. They hugged her delightedly, one toppling on her diamante-studded heels. Mim smiled and concentrated hard on her Sex on the Beach.

      “Hello.” One of the sniggering bespectacled men had apparated at the end of the booth. He gripped a nearly-empty pint glass with both hands.

      “Hello.”

      “Can I sit with you?” He gestured at the purple vinyl with his double-gripped drink.

      “Oh!” Mim searched for a reason why he couldn’t. She was waiting for people? There was no space in between her invisible friends? She had leprosy? “I suppose so.”

      She wiped a sticky finger on her jeans. “I’m not feeling very sociable though.”

      Bespectacled sniggerer put his glass down on the table, removing his hands very slowly. “That’s okay. I’m not either. You just looked like the sanest person here.”

      “It’s a pit, isn’t it?”

      He shrugged. “Darren’s just broken up with his fiancee.” He indicated his companion, who had now infiltrated the dancing group. “He just wanted to go somewhere cheap and cheerful.” Darren resembled one of those inflatable people they blow up outside of car sales yards. He danced as though he had left his bones at home with his inhibitions, though his face registered a steely determination.

      Mim drained her Sex on the Beach. “Well, it’s got cheap covered.”

      A shriek loped from the dance floor as the DJ threw on Don’t You Want Me? The women formed a circle around Darren and shimmied around him as he mouthed the lyrics to each of them in turn.

      “Can I buy you a drink?” The man indicated both of their glasses with flat palms. “Don’t worry, I’m not coming on to you.”

      Mim shrugged, wondering why he wasn’t coming on to her. “Erm. Okay. I’ll have a Blue Lagoon please.”
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        * * *

      

      The DJ had assaulted them with Rick Astley, Wham!, and a spot of Duran Duran before Mim learned the man’s name. Nigel was twenty-eight, worked in ‘pest-control’ and was in Blackpool on a conference. “Rat catching. You’d be surprised.” Mim shuddered. “The conference finished yesterday, but I thought it would do Darren some good to have a night out.”

      Mim had finished her Blue Lagoon. “Can I get you another drink, Nigel?” She leaned in to him, casting a surreptitious glance at Trisha. Her friend was still on the dance floor, hair clinging sweatily to her forehead. Nigel shrugged.

      “I’ll have what you’re having.”

      “Said the actress to the bishop!” Mim snorted. “Sorry. I’ve drunk a lot and forgotten how to flirt.”

      Nigel raised his eyebrows, hitching them up over the rim of his glasses. “That was flirting?”

      Mim grimaced. “Pretty bad?”

      “Woeful!”

      “Aw.” Mim pressed her head on the table. “Sorry.” She kept her head there.

      “Well, if it’s any consolation, it wouldn’t have worked anyway. I’m sort of gay.”

      She sat up. “Sort of gay, or actual gay?”

      “Actual gay.”

      “Graham was right! Are you in the market for a beard?”

      Nigel laughed. “Who’s Graham? And no thanks, I’m all good being beardless.”

      Mim sagged. “Ah well. I guess I’ll just be alone.” She slid out of the booth to get the drinks. Trisha was shimmying around Darren, who was being spanked by one of the other women. Mim waved, pointing at the bar. Trisha flapped a dismissive hand and put her shimmy face back on.

      The barman ignored her and carried on looking at his phone. “Excuse me.” He held up a finger, eyes glued to the screen. Mim folded her arms on the bar, something tacky glueing itself to her elbow. “Excuse me.”

      He looked up. “Wait.”

      She tutted. The barman slowly placed his phone back into his pocket, took a languorous stretch before ambling
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