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Olga


Sea is to sky as sigh is to sea. See is to sigh as sky is to sea. And what a sea, what a scene, as if seen from above, seen from above and not from inside these eyeholes. But the cider inside her inside these eyeholes we sadly now are stuck. Head hurts. Brightness hurts. Noise hurts. The wind is nice though. Carefully, now, weaving one’s weary way around pavement crawlers, morning drunks and druggies, stepping over windwhipped dervishing plastic bags and scrunched-up chippy paper, splats of sick, upended boxes of unfinished doner kebab and chips. Seagulls squawk and circle above. Take me away, O monstrous inhuman weirdos, and drop me in the cold grey sea/sigh/sea?


Please?


One gull perching on the railing stares directly at us out of its immovable lichen-coloured dinosaur egg eye. Ei, aye, bataille, dabei. The Eye. Unblinking, unflinching. I know what you did last night, says the Eye. I saw it all because I’m prehistoric, see. It sees all. Seas all. All seaing all knowing.


Squawk.


Some early boyracers are beeping from the wheel of a souped-up red Renault, driving comedy-slow along the prom road. The bass from the subwoofer drills its way directly into the centre of our shrivelled brain. Drive boy, dive boy / Dirty numb angel boy. Blissed-out echoes, pools of euphoria, smacked-out messianic Trainspotting hands-aloft sweating. Inside the sound. She was a lipstick boy / She was a beautiful boy. Four lads, all strapped in with red racing harnesses, mega kinky in another possible world, hooting and laughing, making wanking motions.


–Give us a nosh, love. Blowjob for breakfast?


The driver is leaning out of the window as they pass. Flash of gingery shaved head and a pair of sticky-out ears. Red face and pink eyes. A comforting smell of weed and KFC wafts from the open window. All four lads in the car seem to be making identical blowjob gestures with hand and mouth. They’re almost perfectly in sync. Like the boy band. Ha. Amusing how much they would hate that comparison. So bellow your lungs out at the receding Renault, words thrown right back at you by the wind. To be drenched in your own words. Like sea spray. Or pissing in the breeze.


–State of you lot. Go fuck yourselves! Go home and have a wank!


Fuckinell what cocktail of stuff was consumed last night? Hands feel like wonky starfish. Can’t hold things properly. Nothing for it now but to flick the remainder of our last delicious Richmond Menthol in the direction of the receding sounds of the fart-vroom of the double exhaust and the fart-hiss of the dump valve, fiddle in our stupidly tiny pink PVC handbag for the work keys and gaze reluctantly at the frazzled figure reflected in the glass. How should I love thee? Let me count the ways. Plump and pockmarked, pale of face, wild and dark of hair, woven with one strand of itself into a knot on the top of the head, and crinkles of days-old mascara in the lines under the blackpools of the eyes, some of which two forefingers had rubbed away in a ten-second attempt to make oneself presentable after waking up in Lee Dunton’s bed on Topping Street some thirty minutes since. A black shirt, waitressing standard, too small with its buttons almost bursting,encases one’s upper half for the third day in a row, heavily infused with a triad of odours: chip shop grease, stale sweat and sweet perfume. Quiddity by Chipie.


Quiddity. Comes from a Latin word. Quidditas. And just as scents unfurl to open dusty chests of memories unbidden, so this ancient word is the creaking hinge of a door that opens up a portal to Last Night. Quidditas. Some kind of talisman. No idea what it means. But the word is a like a diamond. It shines in other languages.


She knew what it meant. She. Her. Look, she’s standing at the portal to Last Night, beckoning. Gatekeeper to everything from Last Night, striped tigerish girl with lamplights for eyes, gleaming. But we cannot go there right now. Gleaming in the present, in the disappointment of the door’s reflection, that insolent stripe of white stomach flesh. Gleaming between the waistband of the too-tight trousers and the bottom of the too-tight shirt. Visible whenever we stretch in any direction. Eyesore. Spray on more Chipie. A haze, surrounding us.


Armour, that is.


Once inside, the soothing repetition of the morning takes over: don stained black pinny, stuff hair into holey hairnet, roll up sleeves and start filling up the salts and vinegars. The music begins as soon as the lights are switched on. ‘I’d Do Anything for Love (But I Won’t Do That)’. Panpipe arrangements of Meat Loaf’s greatest hits has been in the CD player for eleven months. Freshly sprayed and wiped down with sweet pink D10 fluid, nectar of the gods of hospitality, the place mats and coasters slide softly and greasily back onto the black wooden tables. Rising up, the same warm scent emanating from the damp cork of their undersides. The tang of vinegar battling with the soft beige odour of stale grease. Everything in order, clean-ish, ready.


The sound of footsteps. Andy, tramping in from the chipping shed. Today he is wearing Merrell sports sandals over white Fila socks pulled halfway up his calves. Stretched over his thighs, faded Mr Motivator cycling shorts with pineapples and palm trees on them. Stretched over his paunch, a tie-dye vest that says FAT WILLY’S SURF SHACK. The hairs on his legs stand out about an inch off the skin. They add fuzz to the edges of his shadow when he stands outside in the sun. Nestled in the fuzz of his chest, a medallion. Andy’s glasses are the kind that react to the light outside, but the reacting element seems to be broken because they are always just a bit dark.


–Tie this pinny on for me, will you.


So leave the tray of salts and vinegars and gingerly, reluctantly tie the stained apron loosely round Andy’s middle.


Andy and Scott would have been in for hours. Chipping potatoes and baking bread and pies. They hadn’t laughed at the Chipie joke last night. Hadn’t even got it. Or maybe they hadn’t heard? It was witty but no one had laughed. Chipie and chippy. Of course they sound the same if you’re from round here. Homophonous, you could say, if you were clever and went to sixth form and did your exams and moved away and went to university. Chipie. It’s a fucking French brand. Sheepy. Shippy. Schippee. She-Pee. But of course everyone says it like it’s ‘tch’, like ‘t’Chipie’, the same way everyone round here says the ‘ch’ in fucking Michigan where our brother lives now. MITCHigan.


Let’s all go t’fucking t’Chippy.


The Quiddity perfume, having just been reapplied and stowed in the coat cupboard, was the first item to have been purchased from the Duty Free shop in the Houndshill shopping centre that actually smelled the way it was supposed to smell, had really been purchased for seductive means, and was designed to be sprayed daily liberally and directly onto the brassiere in order for the scent to radiate continually outwards from the breasts. But the shirt and knackered self it encases always smell like chippy not Chipie no matter how many times we go through the wash.


Rachel


This is how it goes. Step carefully on every sleeper of the abandoned railway line, running through Poulton-le-Fylde station heading north towards Fleetwood. We are heading back towards danger. But what is we? A disembodied inventory of viscera maligned. Every part a Cheshire Cat frown. How then should we categorise thee. Let me count the ways.


A traumatised gut, the seat of emotional activity, mistrusted, misused and quarantined. A liver straining to process a high volume of intoxicants. Kidneys in need of hydration. Stabbing pains towards the lower back. A pair of staring eyes with swollen pupils and a forehead scored with lines like a musical stave. A tired, dried-out washing machine brain. Lines of poetry and songs flitting constantly across a sickening internal microfiche screen. Thin wrists and forearms patterned with a network of scratches and cuts from assorted stationery implements: compass, broken pen lid, snapped ruler. Long straight dark blonde hair. Eyeliner, smudged. Green hoodie, dubious skater brand with a bright orange cartoon impish devil on the front, purchased from the ground floor of Afflecks Palace in Manchester. Flared cords, £3 from Steals on Abingdon Street, too long. At some point last night it had rained; trouser legs are stiff and dusty. Tide marks of dried muddy water. I am large, I contain multitudes. Of course it was a white American man poet who said that. Of course it was. A sizeable ball of world-weary cynicism, lodged inside us like a ball of undigested chewing gum. An actual ball of undigested chewing gum, amassed from schooldays, lodged inside us like a sizeable ball of undigested chewing gum. The metaphor and the real: both equally useless paperweights lining the cavern where the bleeding pumpbag should be. Yawning ribcaves, and (of course) the bloodhungry sawdustheart.


Keep a tight hold of the plastic Safeway bag and its contents. Check inside. One summer dress. Some small coinage, just shrapnel, weighing more than its worth. A Nokia 3200 phone with a plastic cover, pink with yellow flowers, battery low. Birds chirrup insolently in the sweetness of morning. What bucolic bastardry is this. Grasp at nameless white flowers and tall blades of grass with vague fingers, nearing the bramble-flanked entrance to the park between The Avenue and Poulton Road. What was someone saying last night about acid being laced with strychnine? Digital semi-paralysis is undeniably present – fingers half-frozen into gnarled claws, the shapes of which carry significance unknown but perceived. Still the legs drift on. Simpler beings to operate, legs. Scrambling up the bank to the bridge that goes over the railway line and leads on to The Avenue, then through quiet detached houses towards the main road leading up to Carleton. Birds continue their obscene and absurd concordances. Like butter wouldn’t melt.


Focus attention downwards and the activity of stepping. Best foot forward. Spit spot! Play the childhood game of only stepping on the dark spots of chuddy on the pavement. Half scuffing, half hopping along Tithebarn Street, past the corner of Arundel Drive and the hairdresser’s, past the bike shop and the newsagent’s and the chippy heading for the bus stop, waiting for the number 14 bus that will take us back towards people and shops and space and sea, because there is nothing better to do, because we are meant to be taking it easy, taking care, not thinking about the mess of a first year at MMU, the last-minute train ticket, the possessions still in the room of the student halls, the confused roommate, the posters on the wall, the glow-in-the-dark stars and moons still on the ceiling, the CDs still on the windowsill. But that seed of a thought, the world left behind, crush it now. Look, here we are. After one year of living in the big city everything here seems tiny. Or I am now a gigantine bodypopping robot like the one in the Beastie Boys’ ‘Intergalactic’ video. Foreboding orchestral music fades to gentle hip-hop, and one stride takes me directly from Poulton to Carleton. Every step a different colour, a different galaxy. Interstellar striding. To the left on the horizon lies the Tower. Three miles away as the crow flies. A few wisps of cloud hang higher. I could eclipse and cloud them with a wink / But that I would not lose her sight so long. Ha. Little do they know the Tower is actually a huge fucking aerial, both receiving and transmitting signals in languages not yet conceived. No, that’s not quite right. It’s actually a huge fucking magnet drawing us therewards. Wherewards? Herwards. Whowards? Herwards. My lodestone love. What the? Oh fuck. There’s a her.


But hang on. The legs seem to be slowing of their own accord. The 14 is right there, waiting at the Castle Gardens traffic lights. But the legs don’t want to go. The bodily inventory screams itself out again: brain, heart, liver, kidneys, every cell in fact, hurting now, needing rest. As if conjured from particles of dust, a woman’s gentle voice – mother earth? Gaia? guardian angel? – mouths softly into the morning breeze two words:


Go home.


And you know she’s right. As the lights go green and the 14 moves ahead to the stop, one woman bent over a wheelie trolley takes about an hour to get on, fiddle for money, pick up change, get her ticket then shuffle along to a seat, we are stuck, rooted to the spot, standing gormlessly at the corner, staring, unmoving. That sinking feeling when you decide not to do something. Either the heart is sinking or the entire world is sinking and the heart is standing still. But the world appears entirely oblivious. Look, there’s the sun. Busy old fool, why dost thou thus. There’s a dog walker, a runner, the odd car, someone whistling somewhere, a lad scuffing his way down Fleetwood Road with his bright orange newspaper bag. The whirring sound of the milk van can also be heard, though it’s unclear from which direction exactly. Fuck. And here it is, emerging from Maycroft Avenue. Has he seen us. Fuck. Fuck. He has. From the milk van an overalled arm is raised and a head nods, somewhat formally. You could transplant Mr Mallinson into any previous decade of this century and he would be more suited than the current one. Exactly the same clothes all year round. Navy overalls over a knitted jumper over a collared shirt. Whatever the weather. Whatever the weather we’ll weather the weather, whatever the weather it is.


–I thought you students were meant to stay in bed until the afternoon!


Can’t seem to speak, so it will have to be enough to smile ruefully, woefully, spread arms and shrug. But what is a rue and how does one become full of it? Does it have something to do with chimneys? Rue, flue. The tightrope between the metaphor and the real. Now there’s an essay title. Did we just think of chimneys because Mr Mallinson is from the same era as chimneys? And what era is that? An era we are about to leave, here at the arse end of the millennium. But such grandiose theorisation is more than the brain can take right now, so just stay frozen in the smile and the shrug until the van is way past, turning right down Poulton Road, and then concentrate in order to relax the face and shoulders into something resembling normal and not this demented mime artist. Turn that frown upside down! Enough. Time to hide. Back to the bedroom we go.


Treesa


Don’t go chasing waterfalls


Please stick to the rivers and the lakes that you’re used to


A skip, a little bounce on the heels, waiting on the stretch of grass on the corner of Draycot Avenue and Rodwell Walk, humming the best TLC song, pushing Lulu’s buggy back and forth slowly. Wednesday morning treat. Swimming and slides at the Sandcastle with a McDonald’s breakfast on the way. Then Lulu goes to Mum’s until teatime. Bliss. Lulu is wriggling in the buggy, excited. Knows where we are going. Holds her pink singing horse in one hand and a blue plastic spoon in the other. She likes to have something in each hand at all times.


Smooth hair against the wind and pull the ponytail tighter. Poor hair, flattened to within an inch of its life and pulled up high. Every day the same for the past few years, maybe apart from the odd night out. Against gravity though. And all the kinks ironed out. Not literally ironed out anymore, thank God. No more aching neck from sessions crouched over at the ironing board when Mum used to iron it straight for us under greaseproof paper, half-strangled head forced horizontal. No more, since Lulu and since getting our own flat, and finally we saved enough to get the amazing GHD ceramic straighteners from Argos. Make sure you put Frizz Ease on first or your hair might catch fire. But they really do get it all done in five minutes flat. Flat hair in five minutes flat. In our own flat. Flat, flat, flat yellow hair in a high ponytail pulled and smoothed and hairsprayed so tightly it feels like our eyes are pulled slightly upwards and sideways apart from the two carefully arranged front fringe pieces framing the face. The wind jangles the hoops in our ears. It’s fresh, fresh enough to send goosebumps up the spine but not from coldness exactly. More from the pure freshness of the morning in the sun, chilly even in the warmth but also exciting, all mixed up together.


–Look, Lulubelle! Nana’s here!


There’s the knackered Polo. Beep-be-be-beep-beep – BEEP BEEP! At the wheel, Mum has my old sunnies on – the Miss Selfridge faded pink-to-blue aviator-style ones with the tiny diamante star in the corner. Trying to look cool in a Top Gun woman style. Funny that underneath I will always know that her blue eyes are our eyes and Lulu’s eyes in turn. Mum’s hair is freshly cut, the tips freshly frosted. Always the same do: no-nonsense highlighted short back ’n’ sides, just like Scottish mums all over the world, probably. She is more tanned than ever today, partly from summer, partly from the sunbed in the back room. Every few days she lies down for exactly the length of the Hanson album Middle of Nowhere and tops up the colour. A long, tanned arm extends out from the open driver’s window in an elaborate and regal wave. Clearly in one of those embarrassing moods where she thinks she’s like a cool funny person.


–Milady, your carriage awaits.


–Muuuuuum!


–What?


–Stop being weird!


–What, don’t you like the royal treatment? You can sod off, then. Me and Lulu can go to Maccy D’s without you, can’t we?


Lulu squeals at her name, and double-squeals at Maccy D’s. Mum swings up out of the car to unbuckle Lulu. Swings out like it’s a dance move. Every time, though, such graceful movements. This grace lives inside her. Muscle memory. Remember it from GCSE PE. Inside that movement is history, or herstory, or mumstory, whatever. Tells the story that Mum used to do gymnastics too, up in Glasgow. Can’t believe the stories she tells about Glasgow back then. And we think it’s rough here. Those stories about men who went to the dancing to murder women. Don’t go doon that alley or Bible John will get ye. Even now, another shiver in the sun. What was the name of the place where she competed up there? Kelvin Hall, that’s it. Place for gymnastics and athletics. Remember, we had the chance to go there too, before Lulu. With a Scottish mum you can enter the Scottish championships even if you live in Blackpool and were born in Blackpool Vic. Imagine that. No idea what the Kelvin Hall looks like but in our imaginings it has the same shining letters outside as that famous place that seems to be a market and a music venue all together, Glasgow Barrowland, all glitz and glam and neon lights, just like our Lights, you can see why they like it down here, all the Scots who come pouring in every September weekend. Glazvegas to Blazvegas, get pished and eat chippy chips, home from home.


Kelvin Hall. Sounds so impressive. But. Best not think about gymnastics and athletics right now. Got to keep watch for the sadness. Shut it away quick. Look, Lulu’s glasses are wonky and smudged. Straighten and wipe glasses, and nose too. Even doing that, and imagining the state of her face later after an ice cream, it’s enough to make you cry. Or laugh. Or both.


–How’s she doing?


–Bit sniffly still, but she’s alright. She’s dead excited about today.


Buggy in boot, Lulu strapped in bumper seat, radio on. The only station it plays is Atlantic 252.


Lookin’ back over my shoulder


With an aching deep in my heart


Lookin’ back over my shoulder at Lulu strapped in, happily banging spoon and horse together. Lookin’ over my other shoulder at Mum, whose mouth has curled up a fragment as she drives along St Walburgas Road. I know what she’s thinking. Dad’s song. Dad’s song, because he’s also called Mike and he’s a mechanic, but also Dad’s song because he whistles it all the time and sometimes plays it on the guitar. Even sings it sometimes, especially when pissed.


Lookin’ back over my shoulder


At Lulubelle and Mum and me


We’re going swimming at the Sandcastle


But first we’re gonna get a Happy Meal


–Such a voice! Where’s Stars in Their Eyes? Get Matthew Kelly on the line! Our Trees can stop traffic with her dulcet tones –


Ignore Mum because the whistling bit is coming up and that’s the most fun bit, but annoyingly I can’t whistle like Dad does it at all. His whistling is professional whistling – it kind of wobbles like he’s playing an instrument professionally. And he can whistle through his teeth. You can only get that level of whistling after decades of practice, I reckon. Must be. It’s like getting thousands of hours in at the gym – but no, again, no gym thoughts this morning. Look at the sunshine. Could even get our feet in the sea later.


I never dreamed it could be over. A happy-and-sad song. Both at the same time. Over there at the sports centre in Stanley Park someone is probably flipping right now. Tumbling. The feeling of being a rocket hurtling through the air. Defying gravity. But look – there’s Lulubelle’s little face in the rearview mirror. A weight in the heart. Nothing except love but it’s heavy. Gravity’s got me now alright. But look now – as if she could read my mind, Mum is shoving her second pair of sunglasses in my face, the stupid ones that came free with the Sugar magazine bumper holiday issue which Kayleigh had left round ours the other day. Thick black plastic rectangular frames and yellow lenses. Fuckin hippy shades.


–As if I would ever wear them!


–Alright, alright, calm down, I think only dogs heard you. Here you go, and I think Lulu’s Mickey Mouse ones are in the glove compartment. Don’t want you to be left out, do we Lulu?


Lulu squeals and squirms at Mickey Mouse.


Sunglasses are thrice donned, I am Top Gun woman, Mum is a hippy, Lulu is Mickey Mouse, the windows are down, the roads are quiet, the sun is baking, the tune is cheerful but also sad. Sad in the happy. Wonder is there a word for that. But listen, here’s the whistling bit. Give it your best shot. Can’t do it like Dad does but most of it sounds okay until we get to the high bit. I never wanted to say goodbye.


–Pack it in, Trees. You’re doing my head in.
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We are all allowed to drink Vimto on shift but nothing else. No postmix fizzy stuff, no booze, just as much Vimto as we want so long as we don’t stop working. But Vimto is pretty bloody good to be fair. Especially when you tip in a bit of vodka to top up the system on the quiet morning shift. Which we have obviously never done and definitely have not done on this morning shift right now. That would be obscene.


Carlotta comes in at 10:36. Carlotta has dark hair a bit like ours but definitely dyed. Reach up for the Cinzano bottle pre-emptively. A creature of habit, our Carlotta. What the fuck is Cinzano anyway. Today she is wearing a short black furry jacket – a bomber? a puffa? Who knows what’s under the fur, which looks like half a child’s gorilla suit. On her legs, shiny black PVC trousers, and clear, glittery platformed jelly shoes on her feet. The bomber jacket makes her upper half a perfectly round shape, and her skinny legs stick out underneath her, making her look like a lethal black poppy tottering on double stems. Her eyes are always rimmed with electric blue eyeliner, her eyelashes with blue mascara. Carlotta could be anything between forty-five and eighty. She’s sitting at her usual table near the window. The Cinzano and lemonade, resplendent with orange cocktail umbrella, is placed delicately in front of her.


–Thanks, love. How are you today?


–Oh, y’know. Can’t complain. I’d rather be on a beach in Ibiza but wouldn’t we all?


–No thank you. I’ve had enough of that part of the world to last a lifetime. What d’you need Ibiza for when you’ve got all this?


She gestures outside, a skinny string with painted claws. The sun is shining right enough. For a second we try to superimpose San Antonio Bay on top of what we can see through the window: a chunk of the prom with a few cars crawling past; the sea, which is doing a fairly good job of blueing its blueness; and the knowledge of the Tower to the left, doing its towering.


–You’re right. Who needs the Med?


Superimposition. Who needs the Med? Carlotta is paused while we indulge internally in some alternative thoughtpatternings. Where are we? Not Blackpool, that’s for sure. Ibiza of course. Never been to Ibiza, but as a defiant psychonoaut I can go wherever the fuck I want and there’s nothing you can do about it.


In San Antonio a few faint strains of Binary Finary’s ‘1998’ can be heard across the bay. It gives me some serious goosebumps, deliberately thinking about the frenzy of that tune at the same time as the panpipes’ soft rendition of ‘Heaven Can Wait’ here in the restaurant. The way the tune comes from outer space and emerges through the middle of the synthetic sound, spiritual, evanescent, frenzied, while here in the restaurant the panpipes labour their way through Jim Steinman’s melody. And a band of angels wrapped up in my heart. The band of angels is here too, in this imaginary song sandwich, imagining euphoric arms raised and feel goosebumps raised, because there is also, in that cheesy-as-fuck trance tune, a song, a vocal without vocals, just as right here Meat Loaf’s voice inheres behind the panpipes, singing-not-singing. A band of angels. Boys in clubs, T-shirts drenched, arms aloft.


–You look a million miles away, love. Where are ye?


Good question.


Splattered and spliced across soundwaves and timewaves to a sweaty podium, Heaven & Hell two nights ago, a gaggle of gurning, grinning lads. And me still in my work uniform. Sweaty T-shirts. Sweaty hugs. Blackpool Balearic. But at the same time in the San Antonio in my head I can see a group of girls in tiny denim shorts and bikini tops straggling across the sand, barefoot, flowers painted on their faces. A hen party on holiday from Liverpool. Across this bay that same hen party could well be straggling across these same sands. Is it really that different? Common levels of toxicity. Strings of leaked and shared bodily fluids. What else? Letting go. A collective letting-go. The vomit and the stumble. Thinking of Lee Dunton. Fit. Sweet, too. Works on the rides at the Pleasure Beach. Thick muscles in his arms and legs. Shaved head and stubbly face. Quiet ways; quiet face; the gentle type. Doesn’t say a lot, but get him on the podium in Heaven & Hell and something entirely different escapes him in wisps. Wisps of blue Aladdin’s Genie escaping him. His face opens up. An easy grin. His big hands make curlicues in the smoky air. Graceful fingers and smooth moves. He doesn’t know where they come from. These tunes are full-blown cheesy trance. Trance isn’t utopian. It’s nihilistic. Or maybe it’s both. It’s the sound of rave being commodified, oversweetened, extracted of meaning. Rich dudes with vans. These tunes are rave’s entrails. We’re not in a field and the party isn’t free. The more commercial the better. But the lasers, man. The lasers.


Carlotta is one Cinzano down. She proffers her empty glass delicately.


–Top us up, will you love.


Andy is singing along to Meat Loaf in the kitchen, adding an extra layer to the cake of sounds: a mulchy falsetto interspersed with the ‘booyakasha’ and ‘ere me now’. Potato peelings clump around the sound. He’s on his first WKD of the day. Orange flavour is his favourite. For the Scots, of course, the rust of the Irn-Bru with the ice-clear vodka liquor.


Never been to Ibiza, but with a couple of grand to spare it would be ace to go and have a proper high-end type holiday there. Stay in a posh white villa castle high on a hill with a turret bedroom and maybe a host of tanned Ibizan men serving grapes and tapas and tinto de verano and sangria and beer and pills and lines of pure snow-white cocaine all laid out on silver platters. But then the portal slightly creaks open again and Rachel pokes her head out, all wide, sorrowful eyes like a bunny, and the Ibizan men fizzle out. Fuck’s sake. Pull self together.


Carlotta lights a fag, takes out her book of crosswords, her pencil and her purple-framed glasses. She is humming along to the slow part of ‘Bat Out of Hell’ on the panpipes. The creak of her voice fires off some strange hungover neurons in the brain. Then I’m down in the bottom of a pit in the blazing sun. The crossword book is one of those free ones from Hello! or OK! magazine, and she is halfway through it. Torn and twisted at the foot of a burning bike. So in this song, the guy dies, right, or he’s about to die, and his heart breaks out of his body and flies away before his very eyes. And wham, smack, thump, just like that we are back to Rachel and last night. Hearts and bodies and things about dying or at least wanting to die. Fuckssake. This is harsher than the average doom-regret-comedown-hangover combo. Did she. Did we. Ugh. The brain cannot. Not right now. And yet it starts playing, in short bursts – Olga and Rachel, us two, together, as if it’s a thing, crawling round the flat pretending to be cats – Rachel blurts out a sudden monologue about depression and suicide then looks really embarrassed and folds up so small on the living room carpet that she almost succeeds in making herself invisible, except her striped fire-tiger eyes, orange, green, black, eyeliner smudged and dark, are still shooting their beams at us. Did we? But what did we? What did I.


How can it be that I want to punch her in the face. Extinguish those two tiger lamps, searchlights, stripelights, punch those lights out. And then cradle her afterwards until they are burning again. The kind of desire that feels so shameful you can’t ever tell anyone about it except if you disguise it as a joke. I disgust myself at the best of times but right now feels like an entirely new level of self-loathing, hitherto undiscovered.


Enough. Snap back to the present, standing behind the counter. Gulp down the whole pint glass of Vimto. Heart racing. Head throbbing. Did I punch her in the face? We look down at our right hand. The knuckles are bruised and grazed from something. Who knows what, though. Nothing new there. The sight of the bruising sets off another reaction. An electrical imprint on the upper arm. You don’t feel it, it feels you. Touching it gently – ouch – already know without needing to check that there is another bruise there, burning through our work shirt, and that it has been decorated in felt-tip pens by the hand of the tiger-striped lampgirl into a fantastical symbol of meteorology. Four seasons in one day. The cloud-bruise will change its weather signalling day by day, she said, commanding the storm, powerful, godlike, leonine, stoppit now Olga, ferfucksake. Today the storms shall be purple and red. Tomorrow, blue and green. Next week, yellow. Until the storm is over, you see.


Right. Yep. Clear as day.


Eric jangles the bell at the door. Lamplights vanish. Can feel our cheeks are slightly flushed. But a hangover will do that. It’s not because of last night’s memories crowding in suddenly, millions and millions of hot ghosts pressing at us, inside and out, bodies and brains and fires and desires, a sudden focusing of intensity. Aflame. No. Not that. Just a boozy flush. We see his moustache before we see anything else. Large, chevron-style, fagstained, off-white. With a moustache like that you don’t need a personality, but Eric does in fact have one, and sometimes it feels quite at odds with the melancholy walrus-droop of his nosebeard.


–Morning, sunshine! What time did you roll into bed then?


Eric is winking as he shuffles over to Carlotta’s table. Time to roll the eyes dramatically and then flutter the eyelashes. An expert transition from sarcasm to coquettishness in one fell swoop, while bringing Eric a pint of Boddingtons. The cream of Manchester.


–I was tucked up by ten. Lights out by eleven! I don’t know what you’re talking about.


–Oh yeah. Tucked up with who, that’s what I want to know.


The daily battle between the cream of Manchester and Eric’s moustache is probably the most entertaining thing to take place in a regular morning shift. The fact that the froth and the tache are now actually very similar in colour allows Eric to get away with a lot more than in his earlier days, so he does not worry too much, relishing the first glug, the sweating glass, the ale hitting his throat, gurgling in his belly. Fragments of their conversation reach us. Jigsaw pieces.


–You know you can call the police on them. There’s a special noise unit. They’ll send the heavies round.


–Like pure melted butter it was. Never felt anything like it –


–And you just got him told, did you?


–The state of it, Eric – honestly, rats would be ashamed –


–You’re not wrong –


–He said he’d posted the cheque two months ago –


–Raw sewage, I’m telling you!


–Cats better treated than humans, believe me –


–No one talks about it. The thinning of it –


–D’you want me to have a word?


–Sick, it is. No other word for it.


–Still, there’s always a parking space, isn’t there?


Carlotta seems to be, as always, entirely unbothered by the froth-fringed tache that is talking back at her and laughing as she gesticulates with her spiky claws and her bangles jangle.


A new bullet train of pain shoots through the head, the gut, the soul. Owch. So are we going to let ourselves think about it, then?


Of all the Olgas that have the potential to leap out and take the reins at any possible moment, Most Sensible Olga (who is called Daphne and is fifty-five years old and attends a Baptist church every Sunday and wears cardigan-and-skirt sets) makes a brief but vivid appearance. Her arms are folded.


Daphne: You know you have to let yourself think about it at some point.


Youngest-kid Olga (five-year-old Gary) sticks out his bottom lip in a sulk: But whyyyyyyyyyyyy?


Daphne: Because maybe it’s a new thing that you have learned about yourself.


Gary: Don’t want to.


Daphne: If you repress emotions you’ll only get headaches and nightmares.


Gary: Don’t care.


Intellectual left-wing man Olga (a flamboyantly dressed man called Charles, aged fifty) turns his silver-streaked head towards Daphne: I’m surprised at YOU, condoning homosexuality. It’s a sin in the Bible, for God’s sake!


Daphne, blushing the same colour as her plum twin-piece set: Perhaps we need to be a little bit honest with ourselves and get this phase nicely out of our system before we find a man and settle down properly.


Charles laughs: Phase! Settle down! Hahaha. He pauses, frowns, purses his lips and holds his chin with one hand in a quizzical fashion and squints his eyebrows, Bond-style. Does this mean that you’re a lesbian, though?


The word, in our head, looks comical, obscene. Just imagine each letter as a balloon on a string. Capital letters. No longer HAPPY BIRTHDAY or CONGRATULATIONS. Silvery lesbian letters congratulating one on one’s homosexuality. Charles hands the balloons to Gary, who doesn’t care what they say – he’s not great at reading and doesn’t know what the word means anyway – but they are helium balloons, which are fun to bash around and sometimes let fly up to the sky and other times big boys make you breathe in the air which is scary air that makes your voice squeaky but then it goes back to normal.


Daphne looks fondly and maternally across at Gary: That’s right! It’s an L for Lucy, an E for Elizabeth, S for Susan, B for Becky, I for Imogen, A for Angela, N for Natalie … What does it spell?


L.E.S.B.I.A.N.


Flashback to a moment last night. It was way hotter than we had imagined. In a temperature sense. Not that we had imagined it. Obviously. But if we had. It was hotter. She was hotter. A fast-beating heart and blood under the surface. There’s a memory and a temperature and a scent but it’s static. It’s a photograph but we are inside it and there’s no space between us AT ALL because we have dovetailed ourselves together somehow. We are the opposite of Tetris. Clothes and all. Edges gone. Melded. Smelded. Soldered. Smelt?


THWACK. Andy’s wet dishcloth slaps across the back of our thighs. The smell of soldering disappears. A hiss and a fizz.


–State of you! Miles away. Where are you? Can I come too?


Whip round to see him standing there, smirking behind his half-darkened glasses.


–I don’t think the boss is meant to hit the staff.


–I don’t think the staff are meant to be on Planet Janet while on shift. Sort your head out, you. I don’t care what you were up to last night. Just keep your mind on the job while you’re in here, okay?


Automatic and surreptitious reach into front pocket of pinny containing our squashed packet of fags. Needed.


–Okay. Sorry. Yep. So … is it okay if I just go and quickly supervise the van for five minutes then? It’ll help me work more efficiently.


A nice sunbeam of a smile now for Andy. He rolls his eyes but nods briefly and jerks his head in the direction of the back door.


–Five minutes. No more. Then you’re back and smiling sweetly and licking the boots of every sod who walks through that door. Oh, and you can lick my boots too while you’re at it.


–Thank you! Yep, I promise!


Crouching down next to the bins outside. Lesbians. Dykes. Grown-up and scary women with short hair and leather jackets who go to protests and wear vests and plaid shirts and build sheds from scratch. I don’t look like that. Neither did she.


Did we, though?


Did we?


What did we, though?


Let’s just sit with it for a while. Breathe. Go with the inhale and the exhale. Sit with the roiling nausea and think about the nicotine rushing through the bloodstream and try to feel with the feeling that comes back in spurts – jolts – fits – starts. The feeling that something inconsequential can be something monumental. Both of those things. Where are we now? Not crouching at the back door of the kitchen, hungover to fuck, trying not to/pretending not to remember. Not that. Internally you’re sitting on a coach journey, a really long one, one of those Greyhound buses you see in films, taking you from one American state to another overnight. You have all your possessions in a tattered holdall and you’re American, wearing 1980s-style jeans and Converse, leaving one life and going to another. You did the whole ‘will I, won’t I get on this bus’ and then you got on it. The bus takes you from your existence as a waitress in your home town to a new existence, probably still as a waitress but in a new town, a bigger town, a city in fact, where things are permissible and the quota of weird people is higher, where two girls can walk down the street holding hands and no one bats an eyelid, and they don’t even look like the kinds of girls who like girls, they just happen to be in love so they’re holding hands. Just like that. On the bus you’re having the flashbacks because on the bus it’s allowed. It’s not allowed while you’re sitting here at the back door, hungover to fuck, trying to mentally block out the sound of ‘Two Out of Three Ain’t Bad’ being panpiped throughout the kitchen and Andy’s occasional whoops and hollers.


No one on this earth can plumb the secret areas that I have in my head. No one.


Okay. So. Sitting on the bus, gazing out at flat landscapes rushing by. On some kind of highway. Listening to some kind of 1980s power ballad type of music that isn’t so cheesy that it doesn’t still cause the goosebumps to rise and perhaps one single tear to well in one eye and then make its way down your cheek, mirroring the water droplets that occasionally streak the windows. It’s not raining outside. But the droplets come from somewhere. Just like us. Not crying. But the tear has come from somewhere. In the imaginary headphones are the fucking Pretenders. How apt a band to be playing in the imaginary headphones in the imaginary bus in the imaginary country in the imaginary film that an imaginary Olga is starring in right now.


Don’t get me wrong


If I’m looking kind of dazzled


I see neon lights


Whenever you walk by


Neon lights. And fireworks in a smile. A neon lionsmile. That’s about right. Fuck, a tidal wave of weird druggy emotion. It’s all one. Love and heartbreak. Instantaneous. Being extremely happy and being extremely sad are the same thing. I don’t care what anyone says. This feeling, sitting on this bus, is extreme happiness and extreme sadness all at once. And it’s filtering its way across continents back to the real – real? – the ‘real’ me, sitting here smoking my fag and letting the nicotine carry me away on the wisps and tendrils that filter down into my lungs and out of my mouth and into the atmosphere. Do I contribute to global warming every time I smoke a fag? Almost definitely.


So. What does the combination of landscape and music and life-journey-adventure create in my head?


OLGA. Stoppit. Just stop. And breathe. And remember.


So there was a girl last night. There was kissing. That part is remembered. There was more, too. But who knows what. There was definitely some bad behaviour. From this side. From me. Enough to create a black hole of regret or shame or doom or whatever word you want to attach to the feeling you get when you know you did something bad but you don’t know what you did.
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