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        Pantomime is the language of comedy…

        So Deirdre was to find out.
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            VEGAN IS THE NEW BLACK

          

          An audience is not the be-all and end-all.

        

      

    

    
      Deirdre moved in with Agnes after her husband, a meat-and-two-veg man, had decided that he no longer wanted to be married to a woman whose idea of “meat and two veg” was a nut loaf with “green stuff.”

      Deirdre, a little relieved, rented a run-down shop next to Poundstretcher. She cleared the mouse droppings, painted a mandala, and started dabbling in herbs and anything organic. Deirdre’s Vegan is the New Black shop was her dream, a fantasy that had kept her going for years.

      “Vegetables are fun,” she used to say to her husband, which usually had him choking on his sausages. He hated vegetables and would not consider eating one except when grated, camouflaged or stuffed into meat.

      Vegan is the New Black was slow to pick up. In fact, Deirdre was so out of pocket she was forced to move into the back of the shop to save money. Vegetables and soya were sniffed at by most, and it was only when she splashed out on a window display of her new Goddess and Beyond creams that women began to show interest.

      Along with her vegan food, Deirdre made creams and potions for stretch marks, wrinkles, and achy joints. And when women started asking for more, Deirdre, working harder, upped her production. Soon, she told herself, she’d be as busy as the chippy down the road; all she needed was a bit of luck and a marketing plan as cheap as a packet of crisps.

      It was autumn when Agnes visited the Vegan is the New Black shop. She walked in stiff-lipped and headachy. She had spent the best part of a morning arguing with her partner about the whole “principal boy thing.”

      Agnes had an audition for the local panto and, as usual, was “going for” the principal boy. Agnes had a strut worth watching, and she knew it; every year she pulled out her leggings, extra-high boots, and a fetching hat to do just that: strut through her audition.

      The principal boy was the be-all and end-all to her. Standing onstage singing “All the Nice Girls Love A Sailor” and the like was heaven to her, she loved camp, dressing up and applause. And now at the ripe old age of sixty-five she wanted one last bite of the cherry.

      Her partner Lesley, however, had had enough. For years she protested; George’s pantos filled her with dread. Every autumn she moaned to a blank face, deaf ears, and a parade of leggings, hats and hopeful “What do you think?” looks. Agnes fretted about her age, and over the years preparing for her audition had turned into a series of “do I look old in this?” moans that pushed Lesley’s patience to the limits.

      Once the panto season started, Lesley hardly saw Agnes, apart from times when Agnes, anxious about her age, demanded feedback about her latest costume. Appearing with a “gorgeous or what?” pose, Agnes would stand in front of the TV, usually at a crucial moment; the punch line of a joke, the winner of Strictly Come Dancing or, worse of all, Gardener’s Question Time.

      Lesley lived for the day that Agnes would hang up her hat and join her on the couch. When they could plan the garden, bet on who wins Strictly Come Dancing, or laugh at a punchline together.

      In fact, she was so desperate she organised a surprise sixty-something, birthday-come-retirement party. Lesley had high hopes that Agnes would take the hint and give up.

      The panto players presented Agnes with a “have a great retirement” shield along with a year’s subscription for Saga magazine. Lesley even took Agnes on a retirement cruise and was stunned into silence when Agnes waltzed into the kitchen sporting velvet leggings, leather boots, and a “ta-da” pose.

      Lesley looked up from her bacon and exploded.

      “I thought we agreed that you were to stop all this malarkey.”

      “Malarkey? Panto is hardly malarkey,” said Agnes.

      “But the cruise, the panto shield, the Saga magazine . . .”

      Agnes sighed. “I need this.”

      “This?”

      “Treading the boards, the standing ovations.”

      “No one does standing ovations in Lochgilphead.”

      Agnes threw her a look.

      “Don’t know why you frigging bother,” muttered Lesley.

      Agnes pouted.

      “No one gives a monkey about that knob George and his productions.”

      “I do.”

      “That man’s pantos have taken boredom to a whole new level. And as for that bubbling fool Derek, watching him play the dame is as painful as stepping on an upright plug.”

      “But I’m not . . . painful to watch,” said Agnes.

      “It’s just a wee panto, in a wee church hall for old folks; even the schoolkids are dragged along under the promise of a free McDonald’s.”

      “That’s a total exaggeration,” said Agnes, “there’s no McDonald’s for miles.”

      “Just once I would like a normal winter: you, me, and Strictly Come Dancing on the telly.”

      Agnes slumped. “I hate Strictly.”

      “Why don’t you take up gardening with me?”

      Agnes pulled a face.

      “Walking then?”

      “Walking? I am a dancer, a master of the high kick.”

      Lesley tutted.

      “Just one last dance, that’s all I want.”

      Lesley, scraping butter onto her toast with venom, scowled.

      “Is that too much to ask?” said Agnes.

      Lesley muttered a “flabby around the chops” insult, squeezed her bacon into a sandwich, and headed into the garden.

      Agnes, with a sigh, pulled a few faces in the mirror. Was her jaw flabby? Was she too old? She twisted to see her bum, held in her stomach, and then pulled a red-carpet pose. Maybe a better bra, a tan?

      Then she remembered Deirdre’s Goddess and Beyond shop display. The chemist who had smooth, tanned skin had not stopped talking about it, and she should have retired years ago . . .
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            THE STORE ROOM

          

          When it comes to store rooms, size matters.

        

      

    

    
      Agnes walked into Vegan is the New Black and caught sight of a bleary-eyed Deirdre brushing her teeth over a sink the size of an egg cup. Deirdre smiled half-heartedly and wiped her mouth. Spending nights in the storeroom played havoc with her sleep, and if she was honest with herself, it was all wearing a bit thin.

      Agnes told her about the panto and her desperate need for a “tan without streaks” that hid “frowns, wobbly skin, and sunspots.”

      “I have an audition coming up and I want to glow like a young bride,” she said.

      Deirdre, slipping her toiletries under the basin, listened. It always helped when caught on the hop.

      Agnes moved around the shop. She looked at the “living in the present” mandala, the organic soaps shaped as Buddhas, and Deirdre’s kind face. She knew she was in the right place.

      “Years ago, my principal boy was a given,” said Agnes, “and auditions were a mere formality.”

      Deirdre offered Agnes an herbal tea. She knew all about George and his pantos. He was friends with her ex.

      George arrived ten years ago claiming he knew everything about pantomime and could turn the failing audience around. The panto players were excited and arranged a meeting with millionaires shortbread and ginger loaf. George called the meeting a coup. He arrived early and greeted each cast member by their character name from the last panto followed by a quick critique. The only time he smiled was when Agnes, who apparently had stolen the show, arrived.

      
      “George used to love my principal boy,” Agnes said to Deirdre. “Not any more, not since my frigging birthday bash. He seems to think I am past it.”

      She paused, picked up a scented candle, and sniffed. “I need to show them they’re wrong. I need to be spectacular for my audition.”

      Deirdre, placing the candle back on the shelf, muttered a “may I?” and gestured to Agnes’s face.

      Agnes nodded.

      Deirdre touched her cheek. “Your skin just needs a little . . . glow.”

      “I see, and how much does a glow cost?”

      Deirdre talked her through a few of the creams and Agnes’s face softened. Then Deirdre offered her a free facial and led her into the storeroom.

      Agnes looked at the rolled-up sleeping bag, the clothes neatly hanging from the wall, and the box of vegan Cup-a-Soup on top of the microwave.

      “You live here?” she said.

      “No,” lied Deirdre and gestured to the chair.

      Deirdre gave Agnes a luxurious face massage that had Agnes glowing like a woman half her age. And a shoulder massage that took away the pain of a bad night’s sleep, a day hunched over a computer fretting. Agnes looked in the mirror; her face glowed. Even Quasimodo would look good if he had this every day, she thought . . .

      Deirdre gave her some water and touched her shoulders. “You’re very tense. I could do more work another time if you like.”

      Agnes sighed. “That would be heaven. You have no idea what I have to deal with.” She looked about the storeroom again, then at the wispy Deirdre. She was as thin as a crisp.

      “When was the last time you had a decent meal?” Agnes asked.

      Deirdre looked at the microwave.

      “Cup-a-Soup is not food. I mean something hot, tasty, and home-cooked.”

      “I am busy building things up.” She shrugged. “It cost more than I thought.”

      “You do live here, don’t you?” said Agnes.

      “Yes,” said Deirdre, “but hopefully not for long.”

      
      When Agnes talked about a free room for free treatments, Deirdre didn’t even think, she jumped at the chance—despite what she had heard about “the partner.”

      Anything was better than another morning skulking to the public toilets.

      
      When the partner Lesley heard, she threw a tantrum and tossed her builder’s brew tea in the sink with disgust. She had heard all about the new Vegan is the New Black shop and its owner. The last thing she wanted was some vegan-swilling goody two-shoes moving in. She liked her space and her bacon, and she didn’t like sharing Agnes with anyone.

      “Why should I give up my study to some organic-loving freak?” she said. “She’ll insist on recycled toilet paper, dairy-free cheese, and saving lost cats riddled with ringworm. And who wants to put up with that?”

      Agnes, with a laugh she usually kept for her panto performances, ruffled Lesley’s short hair. “A bit of vegan would do you good,” she said, with a glance at Lesley’s round hips.

      Lesley tossed another cup into the sink.

      “Just joking,” said Agnes, playfully tapping her thighs. “l love your luscious hips. They’re so earthy, like your sense of humour.”

      Lesley glared at her partner. Earthy, I’ll give her earthy, she thought and stomped upstairs.

      Lesley had just the right thing for Miss Goody Two-Shoes . . . and made plans to visit her best pal and gamekeeper.

      Lesley and Agnes had met a long time ago, in the days when Lesley didn’t have to worry about close-up photos for the panto and they begged her to join. Agnes had been a beauty queen, the girl most likely to succeed, and was even married to a very minor celebrity for a while: a DJ who was as straight as she was and, like her, not keen to acknowledge it. Their arrangement lasted as long as the DJ’s career: he ended up meeting the love of his life and moving to a farm to breed happy hens, ducks, and pigs with pet names.

      Agnes moved back to Lochgilphead, her hometown, and took over her parents’ hotel. Lesley was the chef who specialised in game cooking and weird ways of roasting meat outside. Agnes was in her thirties and Lesley was a few years younger.

      The first time she saw Lesley she was standing in the kitchen slicing the side of a cow into sirloin and fillet
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