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For Lee M. My legendary friend.
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PROLOGUE: NORMAL BLOODY JOB
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The phone rings six times before he picks up. When he does, there’s a clunking sound and some fumbling. Shit, I hope I didn’t wake him. Surely it’s too early for him to be in bed?


‘Hiya? Tanz . . . ? Hiya, sorry, I’m a bit drunk; I fell off the settee.’


Now there’s a coincidence, as I’m a little tiddly myself. I don’t bother with pleasantries – we phone each other too often for that malarkey.


‘Milo, I have to get a normal job. I bombed in that audition and I’m really skint.’


‘Oh. I’m so sorry, sweet-cheeks . . .’


His sentences are all one drawn-out word. He’s mullered.


‘Don’t stay in that bastard London for another second. Get on that bastard train and come home and move right next door to me. Gateshead needs you!’


There’s another crash. I think he’s fallen off the settee again. Milo is always trying to get me to move back to the North-East. Or ‘home’, as it was for the first nineteen years of my life. But moving back ‘home’ means defeat in my career. Moving ‘home’ is everybody knowing my business. Moving ‘home’ is seeing my parents all of the time. Moving ‘home’ is not bloody happening.


‘I can’t move back there, Milo, all of my auditions are in London. Anyway, with your writing doing so well, you should be thinking about moving here.’


‘How dare you!’


(‘Howairrrrooo.’)


‘I am a Geordie, young lady. Unlike you, I refuse to leave my roots behind. I have a laptop, I can email things. I don’t have to go to London in person, and I certainly don’t need to live amongst the enemy.’


The enemy being ‘Southerners’. And the real reason Milo doesn’t move is that he’s basically agoraphobic, and he would never live more than half an hour away from his mam and her well-stocked drinks cabinet. Milo is a creature of habit, as well as a genius and my best friend. If he carries on drinking the way he does, he will also be dead by the time he’s forty-five.


‘I’m applying for a job in a shop,’ I say.


There’s a sharp intake of breath.


‘A shop?’


‘Yes. A fucking shop.’


‘You are an artist, Tanz. You can’t work in a shop.’


‘I don’t have a choice.’


Suddenly his voice is thick with tears.


‘Tanz, you are a trouper. A modern-day hero.’


‘I know. Thank you.’


‘And, of course, a witch.’


‘Don’t start on this again.’


‘My best friend is a witch. You know things.’


‘I guess things, Milo. I “gather” things. I have good powers of deduction.’


‘Sherlock Holmes had good powers of deduction. You have special skills, Tanz.’


He’s always saying that. Other people have said that, too. But I’m a normal Geordie lass who’s perceptive – and that’s it.


There is one final almighty crash. Sounds like Milo sat on the back of the settee and it’s fallen down on top of him. The line goes dead. He’ll probably fall asleep like that.


I am not a bloody witch.
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SUNDAYS ARE SO ROTTEN
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I open my eyes and it’s Sunday morning. Well, it’s 10 a.m. My mam would say that was nearly lunchtime. I’m still tired. I didn’t go out last night but I had three buckets of Merlot, talked rubbish to Milo over the phone, then watched The Hairdresser’s Husband again. I love that film. Right now I have a jet-black cat wrapped around my head. Inka has been licking my hair, it’s streaked with damp and I’m seeping tears, the way my washing machine leaks wet foam if a sock gets stuck in the seal. I’m not sobbing; tears are simply brimming and cascading steadily onto my pillow, soaking it and me in brine.


Seconds ago I was in a field. The grass was warm and there were daisies. I was in Saltwell Park, a big sprawling place with a lake, ducks, rowing boats, greenery, swings and a fairy castle in the middle of it. I spent my childhood playing there and, just moments ago, I’d been back there with my friend Frank. Saying his name in my head is enough to make me ugly-cry. We were eating egg sandwiches by the octopus tree. We were sitting on a red tartan picnic rug and Frank was laughing at me, smiling his goofy smile, because I was singing a song by The Smiths. He was joining in. It was ‘What Difference Does It Make?’ All we did was make the jangling sounds of the Johnny Marr guitar riff together:


‘Dang-a-dang-a-dang-a-dang-danga-danga-dang-dang . . .’


Then he grabbed my hand, said ‘You’re mental’, and I woke up.


Frank died in a stupid car crash three years ago and he was only thirty-two, so I still get a bit messed up when I see him in a dream. It happens every couple of months. It seems to be getting less frequent, but I always wake up wishing I’d given him the biggest squeezy hug in the world. Sometimes I think he’s fooling with me. I never went out with him when he was alive – he was far too fickle – so now he plays hard to get with the whole cuddle thing. Sometimes I hear him talking to me in my head. I know I’m making it up, but it’s still nice to hear his voice. I don’t want to forget him.


I get up and mooch, then cry some more on my purple velvet chair for a good ten minutes, filter coffee in hand, sunshine piercing through the mucky brown slats. I wonder if I should run a feather duster over them. I can multitask when I weep – it’s a talent. I miss Frank a lot, especially when I dream about him, but I am also a neurotic bitch and those blinds need a wipe.


Once I’ve mopped my face and my frog’s eyes have unswollen, I pull myself out of the misery chair and let in some light. My sitting-room bay window opens onto a teensy front garden and privet hedge. After that comes my street, East View Road, a narrow row of terraced maisonettes, pretty and quaint with walls like paper (I can hear my next-door neighbours breathe) and tiny back yards opening out onto each other, with low, lichen-covered fences separating one from the next.


I rent it on my own, since the complete bastard I used to love moved out and left me with a huge rent to find, but that ended all the snide comments about my ‘funny shape’ and ‘awful taste in mirrors’. He was actually much more nasty than that, but that’s how petty it got before I eventually told him to get lost. Now I’m wandering about in leggings and a vest top – what passes for pyjamas these days – and pretty much deciding that the best way to cheer myself is to call Elsa. Elsa is my buddy, of sorts, and she’s a character. She is so pathetically trend-conscious that she never wears a flat shoe, never gets bigger than a British size eight and always has sunglasses worth more than my car (bearing in mind that I’ve owned spoons worth more than my old, but perfectly serviceable car).


I call Elsa and she answers on the third ring. Funnily enough, she’s another borderline alcoholic but still, most days, gets up to go to the gym before 7 a.m. Almost all of my friends are nut-jobs of one kind or another, but Elsa makes me laugh, when she’s not having life-sapping nervous breakdowns. She sounds groggy.


‘Hi, Tanz.’


I hate my name. My mam called me Tania, barely a millimetre behind Jane as the blandest name she could have landed me with. Plus no middle name. My dad I’ve forgiven, as men are shit with names, but my mam could have had more imagination. Tanz is the only permutation I can stand.


‘Hiya, wild night? You sound tired . . .’


‘Work. A stupid article for Woman & Home about housework. I hate housework. And women.’


I laugh. ‘You want to meet me for lunch? I’m feeling rotten.’


‘What’s wrong?’


‘Nowt. I just fancy some chips and wine.’


‘Well, if you put it that way. Half-twelve at Minnie’s?’


‘Yay! See you then.’


I feel better already. Warm day, and Sunday lunch covered. I will endeavour not to think about Frank being so sweet in my dream. If I don’t think, I won’t cry.


One good thing is that I can be summery today. It’s June and it’s lovely out there. As soon as it’s not cold I have flip-flops welded to my feet. My latest favourites are decorated with tarnished silver sequins and butterflies. I slip on my white hippy skirt with a little top. I’m addicted to comfort, which is why I refuse to walk down to Minnie’s in my best wedges, which will bring me out in blisters in 2.3 seconds. Elsa always looks glam, so I slick on a bit of gloss and layer on the mascara. What I can’t do is make myself look tanned. Elsa has olive skin. Naturally I resemble a bottle of slightly pink milk. Only false tan changes this, but I’m rubbish at applying it. My legs often sport the ‘giraffe effect’. Not that I like showing my legs anyway. I hate my knees.


When I open my front door I’m hit with an unexpected wave of gratitude. The warm air is only part of it. I’m grateful I’m alive, and I’m grateful my ex doesn’t live here any more. I always throw up some thanks to the gods when I get this feeling. When you moan as much as I do, you have to balance the books a bit when you have a moment of clarity.
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MINNIE’S ISN’T MINI
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Minnie’s isn’t mini at all. In fact it’s quite roomy. It prepares lovely, locally sourced food and stocks a few choice wines, as well as other kinds of alcohol, all of which I’ve tried. As I walk in, a scent-wall of hot potatoes, coffee and something sweet and cinnamony hits me bang in the face. I spot Elsa in the corner, hunching over a large Sunday broadsheet, a lemon pressé already in front of her. The tables are made of thick pine, the walls have hand-painted murals and the chairs are big school chairs. I love it in here and so does most of North London, but the sun seems to have drawn a lot of people out into the fresh air, so it isn’t rammed with the usual middle-class families feeding their small children tofu and couscous. Winner!


I plonk myself in front of Elsa. She’s reading a piece about fashion. I like clothes but I don’t follow ‘fashion’. I’ve always thought ‘fashion’ clothes are best modelled by transvestites. Models, to me, are transvestites with vaginas and don’t come from Earth. Fashion clothes are rarely for five-foot-four girls with proper hips. Elsa is exactly the same height as me but has bony shoulders and perfect little boobs. I am jealous of that part of her, but couldn’t be bothered to give up bread for the rest of my life to achieve her build. She has dark circles under her eyes. She has a dusky complexion and navy-blue irises. I have seen men buckle at the sight of her.


I give Elsa’s arm a pat.


‘Hey, handsome.’


She’s wearing a lemon sundress with white rosebuds on it. I know, without looking, that it will fall slightly below the knee. She hates her knees, too.


‘Hi. I look like shit, don’t I?’


‘Elsa, you have never looked like shit in your life.’


‘I couldn’t sleep again last night. I had to turn the lamp on, and the radio.’


I have an ‘on–off’ terror of the dark. Sometimes I have to leave on my fairy lights for comfort. I’ve always had an uncomfortable relationship with being alone at night. I have been addicted to old-school horror films and magazines about murderers for as long as I can remember, and yet I’m often afraid of turning off the light. Ridiculous; but I feel Elsa’s pain now.


‘Maybe you’re stressed about something?’ I suggest.


‘It’s my flat – it creeps me out.’


Elsa is always stressed out about something. Mostly money.


The waitress arrives. She’s petite and Spanish, with a nice open smile. I think she’s younger than us. I’m hitting that point where all of the waitresses in Crouch End are younger than me. I don’t want to think about what this means.


I feel carnivorous. Usually I have a baked potato with hummus. Today I want gammon, egg and skin-on fries. Elsa, who’s a vegetarian, tries not to look disgusted and orders a mushroom risotto. Our waitress, Maria, grins when I ask for a large glass of white. She already knows which one I’ll have. If I have red, it’s the Merlot, and I don’t care how common that makes me; white is always Sauvignon Blanc. Minnie’s stocks one from Chile, and it’s bloody lovely.


Elsa orders a glass of champagne with a drop of elderflower. She barely scrapes by after paying her rent, so much of her wages go on credit-card bills, but she still somehow manages to live like she’s married to Denzel Washington. I use this example because she’s completely besotted with Denzel Washington, and that’s probably why she doesn’t last five minutes with anyone she dates.


‘Why did you move in there if it creeps you out?’


‘I didn’t realize until it got dark, did I? It’s a nice place by day, it feels like a garret in Paris, but at night my bedroom makes me feel sick.’


She looks exhausted enough for me to feel sorry for her.


Our drinks arrive and, after a chink of glasses and a slurp, she prods me.


‘So what about this new job then?’


A good-looking lad with longish hair and carefully distressed jeans passes by as I shrug. He’s headed for the counter. Looks like a new barman. I force my eyes back towards Elsa. I’m such a lech.


‘I’m starting tomorrow. It’s only part-time and, if I get that telly job, I’ll be out of there within the week.’


I’ve been an actress for years, but jobs have been rare over the past eighteen months. I sold my flat twelve months ago and have been renting and living on the meagre profit since. My savings won’t last forever, though, and a girl has to eat.


‘Come on then. Tell me about it.’


‘It’s at Mystery Pot, up the road. I went in to get some joss sticks and saw a sign saying they needed someone to work on the till. They’ve got tarot readers apparently. I have to book appointments in, and all that. I asked this woman about the job: Maggie, she owns the place. She looks evil but was friendly enough. Weirdly, she offered me a trial after about five minutes. Says she wants more time with her horse.’


‘And what’s the telly job?’


‘Oh, it’s massive. Every actress in London will have her claws out for it. I don’t even know why I bothered auditioning; there were six other actresses there when I arrived and every one of them was off the telly, and posh. Why would they want a broad Geordie who gets no work?’


‘You never know.’


‘I think I do.’


‘Well, good luck for tomorrow. It might be fun.’


Acting is becoming an expensive hobby. The number of people chasing so few jobs is ridiculous. I’ve thought of retraining – putting my degree, and brain, to some use – but the only other job I fancy is as a forensic profiler, and that would mean another two hundred years of study. For now, shop work will have to tide me over. I glance at the long-haired bloke again. He’s twenty-odd. I remind myself that is years younger than me. I like his mouth. I take another slug of wine.


As our food arrives, Elsa looks suddenly serious.


‘If any of the tarot readers at that place are any good, give me a call, will you, and I’ll book in? It might help me work out what to do next with my life.’


I’m surprised by this.


‘Okay . . .’


As I raise my fork, the new lad at the bar presses a button behind him. A familiar guitar riff kicks in. Suddenly the speaker by us pumps out the slightly-too-loud intro to ‘What Difference Does It Make’. And, to Elsa’s utter bamboozlement, I burst into tears.


Very funny, Frank.
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THE SHOP THAT SMELLS OF HIPPIES
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I used to be a goth when I was a teenager: Bauhaus and black clothes and big boots with skulls on them. Just before I graduated to being a full-on rock-chick. I love music and I also love the paranormal, so I should feel right at home in a New Age shop. And the thing is, I do quite like crystals and the smell of patchouli. I’m interested in spirituality, I’m interested in the power of thought, I’m interested in many things.


But I have a huge suspicion of anything that garners a following and generates money and claims to be ‘a way of life’. As soon as something spiritual becomes a business, my palms begin to itch. It’s how I feel about religion. There is something beautiful about having a faith that helps you to lead a good life and be kind to other people. But once it turns into a big gang, with rules and leaders, and money and the threat of punishment or eternal damnation if you get something wrong, I get very uncomfortable. Gangs always have bullies, don’t they? So at five to nine, clutching a huge shop-bought coffee that I shouldn’t be squandering my dwindling savings on, I approach the green door of Mystery Pot, feeling more than a little freaked out.


Maggie is waiting for me and has evidently just opened up. She wears a caramel-coloured jacket and slacks, has immaculate permed grey hair and looks like a Tory MP’s mother. She hands me the keys and nods.


‘I’ve written down all of the rules for locking up and cashing up, and the float is already in there.’


She took me through these things when she offered me a week’s trial, but I’m glad she’s written it all down. She has a chilly, carefully cultivated voice and a pointy face, but her eyes aren’t cold. Again I wonder why on earth she owns a shop like this. With her clipped tones, you would expect her to introduce herself as an executive of the Pony Club. Still, judge not, lest ye be judged. To her credit, she doesn’t hang about long and seems happy enough that I’m wearing my black polo neck, jeans and knee-high wedged boots. I thought I might be expected to wear some kind of hippy attire, as befits the shop, but obviously not. Maggie tells me that the tarot reader today will be Sheila, she’ll be here by ten, and hands me a feather duster on the way out.


I’m left standing there with some God-awful, plinky-plonky hippy-shop music seeping out of the old CD player in the corner. It’s not that loud, but yesterday’s one glass of wine at Minnie’s turned into five, as a huge debate ensued as to whether you can be obsessed by shoes and still be considered a serious person. I like Elsa, but sometimes when I’m drunk I despair of her hatred of talking about anything deep because she finds it vulgar, and of her terrified refusal to think about anything to do with death.


Death is my default subject of conversation whilst drinking. Now my head is experiencing the ‘plinky-plonks’ as tiny darts of glass stabbing straight into my amygdala, and I wonder if it’s supposed to sound like angel tears falling from heaven or something because, if so, it’s failing miserably.


As I poke the duster at a giant amethyst that looks like a magic cave, the first customer of the day floats in, like Nosferatu. He’s a young man, he’s wearing a cape and he stops dramatically in the middle of the shop, smiles and regards me like a museum exhibit. He’s only about twenty but has a crop of thin, receding hair that eerily frames his huge domed forehead.


‘Erm. Hello . . .’


He bows.


‘I’m Antony. How arrrrrre you?’


He extends his hand. I tremulously offer my own and he kisses it. There’s a touch of froth at the corners of his wide mouth. I really don’t need this.


‘And you are . . . ?’


‘I’m Tanz.’


‘Hellooo, Tanz, you’re going to adore it here.’


He motions around the shop like it’s the land of plenty. I’m not sure what to say. He has very, very wide-spaced grey eyes under that forehead.


I think on my feet, taking an almost imperceptible step back from him.


‘Did you have a nice weekend, Antony?’


‘Oh, yes. Yes, thank you, I did. I’m an alchemist, you see, and I took a client of mine to the Valley of the Kings. We went into the great chamber of Tutankhamen’s tomb and I held a quartz crystal in the air and, after several incantations, it turned into a pure diamond! It was wonderful.’


Fuckety-fuck. The hairs on the back of my neck have started to wave about like anemones. This is exactly what I expected from this kind of shop. Nutters. I smile encouragingly whilst wondering how I can run faster than the wind without seeming rude. I’m tempted to ask if he is jet-lagged from the flight back from Egypt, but I think he might detect my disbelief and produce some kind of ceremonial dagger from the folds of that crazy cape and jab it into my lungs.


Never has the sound of a door opening been more welcome.


The woman who’s just entered is wearing a long maroon leather jacket, the kind you see in charity shops. She’s got shoulder-length hair and she’s wearing quite a lot of gemstone jewellery. There’s a ruby on her finger (presumably fake) the size of my fist. I want to get down on the floor and kiss the soles of her golden sandals, although her toenails aren’t the best I’ve seen. She smiles at the alchemist and nods at me.


‘Hello, are you Tanz?’


I nod and wave.


‘Hiya, love, I’m Sheila. Hello, Antony, are you chatting up the staff again?’


She has a cheeky London twang.


Antony giggles like a girl and puts his hand to his foamy mouth.


‘God, no, Sheila. I’m behaving impeccably, aren’t I, Tanz? I was just relating some of my latest adventures. I’ve had a wonderful weekend in the Valley of the Kings . . .’


‘Nice. Jet-lagged?’


‘A little. But I have a special crystal, given to me by my godmother, that stops the exhaustion.’


He lifts his disproportionately large hand back to his face and places his finger on his lips.


‘But don’t go on about that, or everyone will want one.’


He turns on his heel, back towards the door.


‘Must fly, my darlings – unpacking to do!’


When he’s gone, I look towards Sheila, who smiles. She’s late fifties, has good teeth and lots of lines around her eyes. I’ll bet she smokes. I gave up a long time ago. Ageing my face, when I’m trying to get telly jobs, is a very bad idea. I like her lopsided smile. She holds out a bejewelled hand, obviously noting my anxiety.


‘Don’t mind Antony. He’s actually a very intelligent boy. A few problems, though.’


‘I noticed. He told me he turned a crystal into a diamond in King Tut’s tomb. Who would leave him alone in a famous tomb to cast spells?’


Sheila shakes her head.


‘He does like to embellish, but he’s only a danger to himself. He’s been rushed to hospital three times in the last two months, you know.’


‘Oh, shit!’


‘Pills and drink twice, and last time it was his wrists. His little fantasies are part of a bigger picture. I do worry about him.’


‘That’s awful.’


She moves towards the back room.


‘Anyway, his godmother is taking him to Italy tomorrow, so he won’t be bothering us for a while. Now I’ve just got to light my candles and take my coat off, love.’


Sheila has a much more earthy voice than I would have expected. She doesn’t have the slow, deliberate speech pattern that comes straight from Victorian seances. I’ve always thought that if you have the ‘gift’ you shouldn’t have to speak like you’re on Mogadon. She smells of cigarette smoke (knew it!) and strong perfume. It’s not the cheap stuff. I have a great nose for perfume, and I reckon it’s Samsara. Her nail varnish is peeling. It’s green.


The last time I had a reading, it was out of curiosity and it was with a young lass. She was well dressed and she came across as a frustrated performer. I left there certain she was full of shit. I fed her far too much information, and she was quite negative and I felt duped for a week. I’ve always believed there is ‘something else’. I just don’t quite know what it is.


There’s a huge crash from the back room and an expletive. Inside, there’s a little table, with two chairs facing each other across it. Sheila has put a pretty cloth on it, spread some gemstones about and laid down her cards. On one shelf a candle and an incense cone burn. Two holes in the wall show where the other shelf was, until about a minute ago. Now it’s on the floor, with a surprisingly unscathed CD player next to it. Sheila is clutching her knee.


‘Ow! The bloody shelf’s loose. I caught it with my shoulder and it came out of the wall.’


We decide not to push it back in, in case it falls off again. Her knee is bruised but not broken. I offer to make her a cup of tea, which she is very thankful for. I wonder if Sheila lives with anybody, as she seems touched by such a tiny kindness. When she’s ensconced in her room with her cuppa, I check the diary. She has five readings booked already. Blimey. There’s only room for two more half-hour slots; the rest are hours and are already taken. I decide I’ll call Elsa later. I think I may have found her a ‘good one’.


The phone rings and a nervous-sounding lady called Rita asks for a reading with Sheila. She snaps up a half-hour. I peep my head round the door and tell Sheila, who emits a big, throaty monster of a chuckle.


‘Rita would come every bloody day if she was allowed. I only let her visit once a month, though. I’m not her therapist.’


She pronounces it ‘ferapist’. She chuckles again.


‘Well, if she’s coming in, I might be up for a day of people making problems where there are none!’


‘How come?’


‘Rita’s a lovely lady, but there’s nothing actually wrong with her life, she just wants to talk. And you often find, when you’re doing a whole day of readings, that they start to follow a pattern. The “problems” follow a theme. Some days you’ll get six people who simply need reassurance. Another day it’ll be all kinds of relationship nonsense; on another, God forbid, it’ll all be odd and dark.’


My ears prick up, like nosy meerkats. Anything to do with scary stuff and I’m interested. But the door has opened behind me and I know it’s time for Sheila’s first customer. Blast!


The first man is short, Chinese and very quiet. He wanders into the room that’s barely bigger than a stock cupboard with a blissful look on his face, and Sheila closes the door behind him. I would really like to be a fly on the wall in there. This is a good sign. Maybe I might like working here after all, despite the nutters and the hangover. I’ve taken some aspirin, I have a mug of coffee in front of me, a book to read between customers, and a colleague who gets ‘odd and dark’ people in.


Yes. This could be okay.
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HOME, SWEET HOME TIME
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I always like the drive up north. There are two reasons for this:


1. I passed my driving test when I was twenty-eight, so the novelty of the freedom that this fast-moving, albeit old and cranky piece of metal affords me as I pop up the motorway, howling along to my favourite CDs, still thrills me. Especially since I’ve been single and not answerable to anyone else.


2. Newcastle is still one of the best places in the whole world, and seeing as I travelled all over the world as an actress, before it all went tits up, I know what I’m talking about. Theatres, cinemas, museums, art installations, music venues, poetry nights, pubs with character, gorgeous old buildings, history, lovely hotels – I could be a tour guide up there. The countryside is beautiful, the nearby beaches are white and unspoiled (and, mostly, chilly) and the people are hilarious.


Like anywhere else, it has its problems, but Newcastle and its next-door neighbour Gateshead contain my family, many of my old friends and a huge barrel of nostalgia from my upbringing and teenage years. In the old days, when I couldn’t drive and I went off to ‘that London’ to college, one of the biggest thrills of my existence would be my first sight of the Tyne Bridge from the train. As it approached Central Station I would draw an excited breath, knowing that I could soon alight and make my way to the ‘nightlife’ – nightlife that I didn’t really leave behind until I reached my thirties.


By the time my thirties came, I had a car and a man who didn’t like me driving off up north to see friends all the time. I had budget restraints and worries, and confidence issues and all of the other baggage that seems to get worse instead of better if you don’t handle it right. This was, of course, compounded by the fact that I was an actress, and my bloke was jealous. He didn’t admit it, but in retrospect he was, and by the time we split up I had shown up at enough auditions looking haggard and argued-out for the rot to have kicked in. Now, even though we split up months and months ago, there’s a feeling that acting is taking a rest from me because I let it down.


Still, being single and out of the loop means that I can drive off to my mam and dad’s house whenever I’ve got a couple of free days, throw my diet in the air by eating white-bread fish-finger sandwiches and fall asleep in the room that I grew up in; or, better, on my mate Milo’s spare futon, usually rolling drunk. My parents live in a very cute two-up, two-down; we moved there when I was eleven, and they have a fat, but lovely, dog called Zorro. Zorro has so many brands mixed up in him it’s impossible to guess his lineage, although the black fur around his eyes, which makes him look masked and earned him his moniker, could well be a German-shepherd thing.


As soon as I walk through the front door, my mam looks up from her paper, lips pursed.


‘Your nanna’s hurt her leg. Your dad’s had to go along. She’s not been off the phone all day. She only banged it.’


My mam and my nanna are still vying for who gets the most attention from my dad. Primarily because he doesn’t pay anyone any attention, apart from the dog. He has a shed. He really does. He goes out there and closes the door, in between tending his tomatoes in the greenhouse and walking Zorro. What with all of that, and his work hours, no one sees him much. I suffer from being in the unfortunate position of ‘exactly in the middle’ of the two feisty northern women in this triangle. My mam still feels aggrieved that my nanna wanted my dad to marry someone ‘important’ (like a secretary) and made her feel bad when they were courting. My nanna is furious that she’s old and doesn’t get enough visitors. Even though she gets visitors most days. I feel sorry for my nanna because she’s eighty-two, but I also feel sorry for my mam because she’s kind and nice really, but these two have built up such a wall of niggling grievances over the years that all approaches to the subject have to be handled with extreme caution. I hate that it’s the first thing that’s mentioned, so I go for the easiest riposte.


‘She always moaning, you know that, Mam. Why are you letting her upset you?’


I am blatantly ignoring the fact that my mam can moan for England. She could probably represent the Earth in a Universal Grumbling Competition. Sometimes I catch myself complaining about some rubbish or other and I’m mortified. I do not want this to be what I’m remembered for: how many people I sent to sleep, miserable, from listening to my woes. I give my mam a slightly awkward hug. She’s four foot six and was never really one for cuddling, but I do it anyway because I convince myself she likes it really.


She asks if I want a cup of tea. I hate tea and haven’t drunk a cup since I was eight. I used to have a milky one because it was nice to dunk biscuits in. My mam knows this, but it’s a Geordie default to offer a cup of tea. My parents drink about twelve mugs of Tetley a day. They even drink it with hot meals, which I find utterly perverse. That’s what wine’s for, isn’t it? My mam is a cleaner, and my dad works in a factory. They’ll retire soon. In their world, only alcoholics and unutterably well-to-do folk drink wine with their dinner.


I look at my mam, sitting there with her big eyes and tiny doll’s mouth, and suddenly feel sorry for her. She had a very hard childhood, hasn’t got the most romantic marriage and could probably do without continued sniping from an old lady who isn’t even her own mother (who, by the way, wasn’t exactly Mary Poppins, either). I go and pour her a cuppa from the pot and make myself an instant coffee. I can’t bear the stuff, but I’ll sip a bit of it black, just to be sociable. I perch on one of the new two-seater sofas that appear to be made of concrete and change the inflammatory subject from Nanna to Mystery Pot.


My mam is very proud of the fact that I am an actress and have been on TV, and she is still absolutely furious with my ex, Blake, on whom she totally blames my drop in confidence and waning career. The only way to avoid the inevitable diatribe when I speak of my career is to quickly convince her that I love working at the shop. For her, the work ethic is strong, so ultimately she’d rather I was at the shop than nowhere, and she listens with interest about Sheila.


‘She sounds like your Nanna Lily.’


‘Nanna who?’


As far as I know, I had a Great-nanna Eve, a Nanna Betty, a Great-nanna Mary and I have my current sole surviving nanna, Marge. I didn’t know anything about a Lily.


‘Oh, she was your Nanna Betty’s mam. Your great-grandmother. She died a long time before you were born, when I was young.’


‘So how does she sound like Sheila?’


‘Did I not tell you? She was a well-known medium in Birtley. People used to come from all over for readings.’


Cogs whir in my head. I’m sure I have a vague recollection of hearing this before, but I don’t recall any details.


‘Your nanna – my mam – didn’t agree with it, so we didn’t talk about it. Your nanna saw some very strange things when she grew up. Shadows wandering around the house, a little girl in old-fashioned clothes standing at the top of the stairs . . . She was terrified to go out to the toilet at night. Said she wet the bed sometimes, she was so scared.’


‘You never told me this before, Mam. What else did Nanna Betty say?’


‘Not a lot; we weren’t exactly close, were we?’


True, we didn’t see much of Nanna Betty when we were growing up. You don’t question it when you’re young. Later on, after she’d passed away, I simply assumed she’d been a loner.


‘One thing I do remember clearly, from when I was three or four, was that Lily dressed in a fitted coat and she smoked like a chimney. And she used to wear a lot of rings. I remember thinking she must be very rich to have so much jewellery. Turns out people gave her stuff in lieu of payment. Jewellery, food vouchers, all sorts. She was a right character. Well, that’s what me mam said just before she died, when we were getting on a bit better.’


Funny how my mam didn’t get on with her mother, but she still gets a lost look when she mentions her being dead. That’s why I try hard with my mam. We’re very different, but she’s done her best, and I don’t want her to disappear into the ether thinking I didn’t like her. This is despite the fact that she once swung at my head with a packet of oven chips and only missed me by a whisker.


‘Mam, have you never seen any ghosts or anything over the years? Isn’t mediumship supposed to be passed down in families?’


My accent always becomes stronger when I’m with my mother. And I start murdering my grammar, just like she does. She is suddenly uncharacteristically quiet.


‘What? What, Mam?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Nothing what?’


‘I sometimes have dreams.’


‘Eh?’


My little mam looks distinctly uncomfortable. I can’t believe this. Nobody tells me anything. She said she ‘felt’ things once, but I thought she was talking about a ‘mother’s intuition’. I didn’t believe her anyway. I was fifteen, and your parents are nothing but idiots when you’re fifteen. Now I’m all ears.


‘You know, when you have a dream, something will happen – and then when you wake up, it really does?’


‘NO. No, I don’t know. How come you’re telling me this now, when I’m thirty-eight? Why haven’t I always known this? What do you dream?’


‘All sorts. I don’t like to talk about it.’


‘You don’t like to talk about it? But you have now. You’ve got to give me an example.’


She looks ill at ease but eventually replies.


‘I dreamed my dad phoned me at seven o’clock in the morning and said goodbye, on the day he had his stroke. The Andrews Sisters were playing in the background. He said he was going dancing.’


My little mam’s eyes are filling up. I’m shocked.


‘He used to love dancing with me mam when they were first married.’


‘Why didn’t you say you had that dream at the time? That’s so sad and amazing.’


‘I don’t like to talk about it because I don’t dream anything you can change. Like when Uncle Dave was attacked on holiday. I tried to tell him not to go, and he thought I was being difficult. So I didn’t tell him what I’d dreamed, because it would only have upset him if I had. And maybe if he wasn’t attacked there, he’d have been attacked somewhere else. If you can’t change anything, what’s the point?’


‘Wow! You dreamed it would happen?’


Incredible. And that was quite a philosophical statement for my mam. I like her right now. The middle of my forehead feels weird, though. It feels strange when I’m talking to Sheila, too. Talking to Sheila is an eye-opener. She believes 100 per cent in what she does, and she doesn’t give a fuck what anyone else thinks. She worked two days this week. I like her much better than the other reader, Martin. He’s little, with worried eyes and a nervous laugh, and his regulars are all squirrels, like him.


Suddenly my mam tries to launch into another volley about my selfish nanna and how she needs to make the tea in a minute, and she doesn’t want my dad to be kept late. ‘Tea’ is what Geordies call ‘dinner’, and most people have their ‘tea’ before six o’clock and then have a snack later. She doesn’t really need to make it right now, as no one is doing anything later, unless you count watching the TV all night as doing something, but tradition and habit decree it as ‘time to make tea’ and she will not vary by even five minutes. Therefore nanna and her gammy leg are interrupting a vital routine.


I refuse to get into this. Especially as I’m socializing at seven o’clock and need a shower. I make my excuses and go upstairs to get my glad rags on.


‘When in doubt, go out and drink cocktails’: that’s my favourite saying, apart from ‘How did this bottle get so empty?’
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