
  
    [image: Butterflies]
  


  
    
      Butterflies

    

    
      
        MICHELLE SMART

      

    

  


  
    
      This book is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities, is entirely coincidental.

      Copyright © 2024 by Michelle Smart

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited.

      For information regarding subsidiary rights, please contact the author.

      michelle@michellesmart.co.uk

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Part I

      

      
        Part II

      

      
        Part III

      

    

    
      
        Dear Reader

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Michelle Smart

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Part One


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Friday 8th March 1991

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alex

      

      

      There’s a mechanical clunking in my head. I prise my eyes open and lift my neck to get a fix on where I am, but a shooting pain in my brain stops me in my tracks. I cry out. All that comes from my arid mouth is a muffled ‘nya’ sound. There’s a funny taste on my tongue, far worse than the old morning-after taste of too much booze and too many cigarettes.

      What the hell was I drinking last night…? The moment I wonder this, a shrapnel of panic fires through me, gaining speed and force as I realise that not only have my memories of the previous night fallen into a black void but all my memories. Everything.

      I need to get off this bed. I try to move my limbs but my bones are too weighted. Something is compressing them. All I can do is part my lips and try to suck enough air in to keep the nausea churning in my stomach from ejecting and choking me.

      Have I been drugged? Poisoned in a case of mistaken identity by a Russian KGB agent seeking to silence another old spy?

      I’m not a spy. I know that. I’m not Russian.

      So, who am I?

      Where am I?

      I close my eyes and concentrate on breathing.

      Alex!

      A sliver of the terror abides. That’s my name. Alex. Alex Hammond. I strain for more facts but it’s like groping through treacle.

      How can I know what treacle is, what a Russian is, but not know anything more than my name?

      More deep, regular breaths. The clunking in my brain has reduced a notch.  One more deep breath and then I cautiously turn my head. The pain is a little less sharp.

      I fix on an unfamiliar wall and blink to clear the cloud in my vision. A digital clock sits on the bedside table. It reads 07:18. The clock reminds me of the one I got for my fifteenth birthday…

      I sit bolt upright. The pants of my breaths and thuds of my heart echo loudly in my ears and I stare open-mouthed at the unfamiliar black wardrobe and overflowing laundry basket at the foot of my unfamiliar bed. Unfamiliar and yet… I know them.

      The clock blinks and as I watch the time change to 07:19, everything clicks into place in one mad gust that has me clutching at my throat to stifle a scream.

      I’m hardly aware of the tears pouring down my face or know if it’s horror or jubilation causing them to flow.

      It worked. It fucking worked! I’ve travelled back thirty-three years.

      And then I curl into a ball and sob until my ribs are bruised and my pillow’s drenched.

      Melody.

      She was alive. Is alive.

      Here, in this time, Melody is alive.

      Now all I have to do is wait five years to start our lives together again.
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          BEFORE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Melody

      

      

      The Merry Thief, a regular lunchtime spot for local office workers and passing tradesmen, and a good evening spot for Brocklehurst’s underage drinkers, is a convenient ten-minute walk from the house I rent a room in, so how I’ve come to be late for my shift is a mystery. I mean, I set off in excellent time, giving myself two minutes to spare – after all, you never know who you’re going to bump into and stop to chat with – but, despite walking directly from front door to pub door, I’ve still managed to be four minutes late. The scowl on Graham’s face tells me my tardiness hasn’t gone unnoticed. Oh well, he’ll live. Which other sucker would he be able to pay a crummy five pounds an hour to?

      Lorna, owner of my rented room, is one such sucker and I do an exaggerated double-take to see her at the table by the quiz machine.

      Ignoring Graham’s glowering, I head over to her.

      “What are you doing here?” I haven’t seen her all day. Admittedly, I’ve spent most of it sleeping off my hangover while she’s been busy working through hers at her day job. She’s not on the rota to work that night but Graham is such a knob of a boss that if you make the mistake of popping in for a drink with friends, he’ll expect you to help out if it gets busy or cover for him if he wants to slope off to watch one of the soap-operas he’s addicted to. The knob-head always forgets to pay you for it too. The last time he pulled that stunt, I helped myself to a pint of Stella and downed it in one, slamming the glass on the counter with a flourish while his face went beetroot. Along with tardiness, Graham also has an issue with women drinking pints. Naturally, I’ve taken to drinking pints just to annoy him. It’s a shame I can only manage two in a row. The last time I drank three pints, Lorna and Megs had to drag me home and navigate strategic places for me to puke and wee as needed en route.

      “I’m here with Alex.” She nods at the bar.

      A rowdy group of lads are crowded around it. As soon as I clock Matt amongst them, I quickly move my attention back to Lorna. “Since when have you been seeing someone?”

      I’ve known Lorna for three years. If she’s had a boyfriend or even a date in that time, she’s kept it secret. If you ask her type, she brushes it off and says she’s choosy. I bloody wish I was. I wouldn’t have to spend the next however long avoiding Matt the Twat.

      “I’m not seeing him, he’s an old friend.” She plucks a cigarette from the pack she’s been twirling in her hands. “We met up after work for a catch-up. He’s just moved back to Brocklehurst.”

      “And you brought him here? Are you mad?”

      “I must be. Or all the vodka last night killed what’s left of my brain cells.”

      I cackle. “Still up for tonight?”

      She laughs. “Might as well try and kill my liver off too.”

      “Mel!”

      Graham’s shout reminds me I’m supposed to be working. I don’t want to antagonise him too much in case he decides to rota me onto kitchen duties. The Merry Thief must be the only pub in the country that doesn’t have a dishwasher in its kitchen.

      I’ve taken only two steps when I come face-to-chest with a body carrying two pints that slosh over the owner’s giant hands. I quickly jump back and wave my hands in the air. “Sorry, sorry, didn’t see you there.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” comes an impossibly deep reply.

      I look up at the head attached to the body and find myself gazing at possibly the most handsome face I’ve seen in my life. My eyes lock onto the most gorgeous shade of green, just long enough for a bolt of recognition to shoot through me and a huge smile to form unbidden on my face.

      But there’s no time for me to wonder where I know this hunk from as Graham’s shouting at me over the noise of the growing crowd to move my backside.

      I look at the hunk one more time then hurry to hang my jacket on the peg, lift the hatch and step behind the bar.

      “Right,” I say, sticking the newest Now album in the CD player. “Let’s get some life in this place.” I skip Queen’s ‘Too Much Love Will Kill You’ (too depressing) and go straight to Oasis’s ‘Don’t Look Back in Anger’.

      I turn to the crowd around the bar and say, “Who’s next?” At least six men wave their money at me.

      

      
        
        Alex

      

      

      “Who’s that?” I ask of the pocket-dynamo hurtling behind the bar in knee-high Dr Marten’s painted with tiny butterflies who’d looked at me as if I were the best Christmas present she’d ever received. I dry my beer-soaked hands on my jeans and sit back on the manky fitted seat next to Lorna. I don’t worry about the spillage on the carpet; it’ll soak in with the rest of the crap it’s been gorging on over the years. I don’t think The Merry Thief has been cleaned since we came for our first illegal drink here ten years ago when we were sixteen.

      Before Lorna can answer, Oasis suddenly booms out of the speaker directly above, making us both jump and my ears ring.

      “Melody,” she answers before taking a small sip of her beer. “She’s the one who beat you to my spare room.”

      Lorna was born sensible. She’s had a steady job working at a bank on Watling Street since she left school and was the first of our old gang to actually buy a property, a narrow Victorian house, also on Watling Street. Cannily, she rents her two spare rooms out and she works a couple of shifts a week in this dive. If she hasn’t got a stash of money squirreled away, I’m an aardvark.

      I look again at the pocket-dynamo, now with her back to the bar adding a measure of clear spirit into a glass, and admire her hair. It falls to the base of her spine like wild black corkscrews. When she turns around, her gaze rests briefly on me before she places the glass on the bar.

      “Reckon she’ll let me share it?” I joke.

      “Knowing Mel, yes. But only for a few days. She bores quickly.”

      “A few days would suit me.” I grin. After the crap with Rachel, another relationship is the last thing I want. I raise my glass. “Cheers.”

      She clinks it and takes another small sip before placing her glass back on the sticky table. “So, where are you living? Did you go back to your dad’s?”

      Not a chance. I love my dad but he’s a stickler for house rules. I’d be expected to be tucked up in bed by ten-o-clock every night. Everything has to be done his way, a trait that’s worsened since mum died four years ago. She brought the fun side out of him. She brought the fun side out of everyone.

      “I moved into Kermit’s box room.”

      Kermit’s real name is Paul but he’s been known as Kermit since we were ten and he ate a handful of worms for a dare. The shade of green he turned was the single funniest moment of my childhood.

      Lorna rolls her eyes. “God, the two of you living together… Bet it’s like Men Behaving Badly come to life.”

      Considering that in the two weeks I’ve been living in Kermit’s spare room most evenings have been spent drinking cans of beer and discussing the merits of Kylie Minogue’s bottom, that isn’t far off the mark. If his girlfriend cares, she doesn’t show it. Ellie’s evenings are spent stoned on Kermit’s living-room floor feeding her addiction to Mario Kart.

      “Go on,” Lorna says. “Tell me what happened with Rachel.”

      “She decided she wanted a richer man.”

      “Really?”

      “Well, richer than me. She went on one of those team building weekends and did the clichéd thing of screwing her boss. Came home and told me we were over. Moved out the same night.”

      She whistles. Then she looks at me slyly. “What’s it like getting a taste of your own medicine?”

      I wince. I should never have confessed to sleeping with a client when Rachel kicked me out that time. Lorn let me crash in her spare room for a couple of nights before Rachel took me back.

      “It only happened the once,” I defend myself. “And it was before we got engaged.” There is no way I’m going to admit to the drunken one-night stand I had a few months ago. No one has ever found out, and Lorna doesn’t need more ammunition to weaponise against me. I’ve no idea why I like her so much.

      “Oh, that makes it all right then, does it?” she asks innocently.

      “Give me a break, Lorn,” I plead. “Trust me, Rachel had my balls in a vice for months after that.” I only got her to unlock them by maxing my credit card on a diamond ring for her. I can still remember the way she raised her eyebrow in disappointment at it.

      “I’ll just bet she did.” Her tone reminds me that Lorna never liked Rachel. The feeling was mutual. “Why did you move back here?”

      “Couldn’t afford the rent on my own. London prices are a bitch.” And my work as a mosaic craftsman is specialised but sporadic. Feast or famine. One job can tide me and Jimmy over for months. Other months I’m scavenging the back of sofas for loose change to buy cigarettes. Rachel often liked to sneer that I’d bring in a better income if I changed to tiling as a trade. Everyone would need their bathrooms or kitchens tiled at some point. Only a handful would ever want a bespoke mosaic to walk on or look at.

      “Rachel’s the bitch,” Lorna mutters. “I’m sorry, mate.”

      “Don’t be.” I dig my elbow into her ribs. “Life’s a bitch but at least I dodged a bullet and didn’t marry one.”

      She laughs and punches my arm. “There’s a lot more bitches to choose from in this town, that’s for sure. Mind you, you’ve already shagged most of them.”

      I look again at her new lodger. In a sea of familiar faces, hers is one of the few I don’t recognise. The crowd around the bar has dispersed and she’s chatting to Graham, the grumpy landlord who barred me weeks before I turned twenty-two when I got so drunk I damaged the pool table. This is the first time I’ve been back since. I assume he’s forgotten about it as he didn’t mention it; merely poured my pint with the usual scowl he bestows on everyone. At this moment his face has struck an extremely unnatural pose. A smile.

      “Is she a bitch?” I ask.

      Lorna follows my gaze. “Mel?” She ponders this then shakes her head. “No. She’s as mad as a box of frogs and as incapable of being faithful as you are, but she’s nice. Funny.”

      As if she can feel our attention on her, the pocket-dynamo looks our way. Her eyes linger on me for a moment, just long enough for a tingling sensation to run up my spine.

      

      
        
        Melody

      

      

      It’s Alex! The hunk I walked into is Alex! I can’t believe it!

      The Thief is heaving, the bar a constant flow of thirsty customers and, though I go through the motions of serving them and give the usual banter, I’m wholly aware that Alex is here. In this pub. Sitting with one of my best friends.

      The beats of my heart are erratic and when he gets to his feet and approaches the bar, they accelerate into a canter. Typical of my luck, Graham decides to pull his finger out and actually serve a customer, and it has to be Alex he chooses, leaving me to deal with Matt the Twat.

      “Nine pounds thirty,” I say after I pour his round, trying not to meet his eye.

      He hands me a tenner and makes a point of pressing it into my hand. “Are you doing anything after work?”

      “Sleeping,” I reply kindly. Not quite a lie. I’m sure I’ll fall asleep at some point. Just not with him. No way. Never again. The thought actually makes me feel quite sick.

      Mercifully, a couple approaches the bar and I scoot over to serve them. While I pour their drinks, I catch Alex’s eye again. There’s interest but no recognition in his stare.

      As soon as I finish serving them, I grab Graham before he can hide upstairs in his flat.

      “I’m going to have a quick break before you go off to watch EastEnders,” I tell him. If I phrase it as a question, he’ll say no. Then, in case he’s still inclined to say no, I open the bar hatch and hurry over to Lorna and Alex, pretending not to see Matt still trying to catch my eye.

      When would he take the bloody hint?

      “Can I join you?” I ask when I reach their table, speaking loudly to make myself heard over the music.

      “Course,” Lorna says. “Mel, this is Alex, Alex this is Melody.”

      I smile widely, drop onto the chair facing them and pull my cigarettes from my cardigan pocket. I flip the lid and wave the packet at them. “Nice to meet you again.”

      His head tilts, face creased in confusion. When we met, he was clean shaven, his dark brown hair cropped short. Now, dressed in jeans and a black t-shirt, he has a goatee beard and his hair is chin length and keeps flopping over his gorgeous face.

      Beautiful green eyes lock onto mine. I remember thinking he was beautiful. Now, he’s far too rugged to be called beautiful but, deary me, the ruggedness only makes him sexier.

      He plucks a cigarette from the packet. “We’ve met?”

      “Don’t you remember?” I put a cancer stick between my lips. I will quit one day. I’m quite sure it will be easy.

      “No.” Alex holds his lighter out for me. I accept the flame.

      I admit to feeling a little crushed. Okay, a lot crushed. I haven’t changed that much physically in the past five years, not like he has.

      “Your parents own the fishing lakes near Hestcote, right?”

      He lights his own cigarette and passes the light to Lorna. “Right…”

      “See!” I’m triumphant. “A load of us went camping there five years ago. We might have forgotten to ask permission…” There was no ‘might’ about it. “We got a little noisy and some of the fishermen complained about us. I think we were scaring the fish or something. Anyway, you came down with your dad, I think to kick us off your land or something, but you ended up talking him into letting us stay the night so long as we stopped making such a racket.” I stare into those gorgeous green eyes as I speak, waiting for the penny to drop for him too. There’s still zero recognition. “You ended up hanging around with us. You and I spoke for hours. Do you really not remember?”

      The shake of his head this time is much slower. His face inches a little closer to mine. “Trust me, if I’d spent hours talking to you, I would remember.”

      A frisson of something races up my spine and, despite the crushing disappointment that the night that changed the course of my life left no impact on him at all, I smile.

      “Warning,” Lorna mutters. “Matt the Twat’s coming over.”

      I barely have time to cover my exasperation before he’s hovering awkwardly by my side, hands rammed in the pockets of his jeans.

      “We’re going to the Oak to watch the footy,” he says. His gang of friends are bouncing noisily by the door. I pretend not to hear their catcalls.

      “Okay… Have fun.”

      “Want me to come back when you finish and walk you home?”

      “I’ll walk back with Lorna, but thanks for the offer.”

      “Another time?”

      I catch Alex’s eye.

      “We’ll see.” Why can’t I just tell Matt to get lost? I don’t want to spell it out and hurt his feelings, that’s why. But really, why can’t he just take the hint?

      What is it with men? You sleep with one and think maybe (big maybe) you’d like a repeat performance but they blow you off, but when you sleep with one, regret it immediately and want to blow them off (no double entendre there thank you very much), they get it in their heads that you’re now a couple and hang around like a bad smell. Sometimes I want to scream, ‘We had sex. It was rubbish. Move on. Find someone else to have sex with and maybe the chemistry will be there to want to do it again.’

      Problem is, some men thought the chemistry was there the first shit time.

      Problem is, I hate hurting people’s feelings. Even twats like Matt. I wish I could find the words to let him down gently. Make it crystal clear I’m not interested without hurting him.

      One of Matt’s mates bounds over and puts him in a headlock. “Come on, short arse. We’re going to miss kick-off.”

      “Melody!”

      I don’t have to look to know it’s Graham shouting at me.

      “Back to the grindstone,” I mutter, and take one last drag of my cigarette.

      In the few minutes I’ve been away from the bar, the place has emptied, no doubt all the punters fleeing to the Oak to watch the group game. Graham couldn’t give two hoots. He hates football. He’s only agreed to show the England games of the Euro 96 tournament as all us bar-staff said we’d go on strike if he didn’t. Any savings he’d make on our wages would be undermined by him having to do some actual work himself.

      Still, at least his refusal to show the non-England games means I don’t have to put up with Matt tonight.

      Alex strolls over and leans on the bar.

      My heart races. “What can I get you?”

      His eyes gleam. “A pint of Stella, half for Lorn and whatever you’re having.”

      I beam. “I’ll have a half too, thank you, but I can’t drink it ‘til my shift finishes.” I really hope he’ll still be there for that.

      It’s funny how well I remember him from that night. A group of us had gone camping for no other reason than to get drunk and make-out. We all told our parents we were having sleepovers at each-other’s houses, pooled our money together and brought the cheapest drinks we could find with the highest alcohol content. By the time Alex and his angry dad turned up, we were all pretty plastered. And yet I remember everything that followed so well. We talked for hours. I felt so special that this gorgeous older man – I’m pretty sure he said he was twenty-one at the time – was showing such interest in me. He asked me tons of questions, about my exams, my plans for the future, the music I was into, the books I liked to read. Everything.

      I know I must sound awful for admitting this, what with me being there with my boyfriend and everything, but I was disappointed when Alex left without trying to kiss me or even asking if he could see me again. Unsurprisingly, Danny dumped me the next day. I didn’t blame him.

      It’s mortifying to remember but for weeks after, I constantly played that Bryan Adams’ song ‘Everything I Do’ in my bedroom and daydreamed about Alex like a lovesick schoolgirl. Which I suppose I had been.

      And here he is, five years later, right here, right now. Right in front of me. Buying me a drink. Eyes sparkling with the same interest I’d seen back then.

      When I’ve poured the drinks and taken his money, I print the receipt off and hunt for a pen. I hand the receipt to him. “Can you initial it please?”

      “Why?”

      “Graham won’t believe me otherwise.”

      “He’s always been a trusting soul.”

      I laugh. “He’s from the same village as me. My mum grew up there too. She says when they were at school he would make the other kids sign a receipt for borrowing a pencil.”

      “What village is that?”

      “Collingswood.”

      “One of the kids from my school came from Collingswood.”

      “Mark Wilcox?”

      “You know him?”

      I try not to laugh at this replay of a five-year-old conversation. That Alex had gone to school with Mark Wilcox was one of the only pieces of information I was able to prise out of him. “I don’t know him well. He’s six years older than me.” If I wasn’t from such a small village, I wouldn’t know him at all. That he’d been the only person in the entire village to sport a bona fide Mohican helped identify him too.

      He has a drink of his beer. “You’re twenty-one?”

      “Just turned.”

      “When?”

      “Two weeks ago.”

      “Happy birthday.”

      “Thanks. You can buy me a drink if you want to make up for missing it and for forgetting my existence.”

      Lorna appears carrying her jacket and handbag. “Thanks for abandoning me.”

      He looks chagrined. “Sorry, Lorn.”

      She shakes her head and hauls herself onto a bar stool. “Do you remember her yet?” she asks Alex, flipping her cigarette packet open and offering them around.

      He shakes his head and looks straight at me. “Was I on drugs that night? That’s the only thing I can think of to explain it.”

      “You told us off for smoking dope.”

      “Did I? That doesn’t sound like me.”

      “No, it really doesn’t,” Lorna agrees.

      “Shut up, Lorn.”

      “No, don’t shut up,” I interject, laughing. “Tell me all his dirty secrets.” I want to know them. All of them.

      “There’s not enough hours left in the day.”

      “That’s okay, you can carry it on when we get to the Summer Gardens.”

      Alex chokes on his beer. “You’re going to the Summer Gardens?” he says to Lorna. Summer Gardens is a modern complex six miles away in the city that has a number of bars and a nightclub in it. “You?”

      She puts on her prim face. “Yes. And?”

      “You? Clubbing? And on a school night?”

      “Yes. And?”

      “You’ve changed.”

      Her lips twitch. “It’s Mel’s fault. She’s a terrible influence.”

      He looks at me.

      I widen my eyes in mock innocence.

      “You don’t look like a clubber.”

      An astute observation considering I’m wearing black jeans, black t-shirt, an oversized black cardigan and my faithful Dr Martens.

      “Thursday’s indie and rock night,” I explain.

      “Am I invited?”

      I meet Lorna’s eye. She must have read the plea in mine for her lips twitch and she nods. “But I warn you now, I will not play gooseberry. Got it?”

      

      
        
        Alex

      

      

      I don’t trust the girls’ assurance that there’s no dress code on a Thursday night at the Summer Gardens, not until the doorman, who knows Melody by name, waves us in. I don’t believe it’s student night either, not until we fight the crowd to the front of the bar and get a shot for a pound each.

      We clink our glasses together and down them. I’ve never seen Lorna have a shot before. Her idea of letting her hair down is to nurse two halves a lager over an entire night. I’ve only seen her drunk once, the night of my mother’s funeral. It’s a night we never speak of.

      “Another!” Melody insists joyously, and I understand in an instant what Lorna means about her being a terrible influence. Except, I would call her a superb influence. I’ve never known Lorna smile so much and laugh, properly laugh, as much as she has tonight, and I can see it’s being in Melody’s orbit causing it. She might be top to toe in black but I’ve never met anyone who exudes sunshine like she does.

      I’ve learned a lot about Melody Aldridge tonight. A virtually empty pub gave me time to learn that she’s recently completed a history degree and that she managed a week back in the family home before her baby sister – a ‘surprise’ for her parents – waking her at five am every day got too much to cope with, hence her moving into Lorna’s spare room. The two have been friends since Melody started working at The Merry Thief during her university holidays three years ago. She has a big interview in a few weeks for the role of assistant curator at Hampton Court Palace (funnily enough, I’m starting a job next week in Richmond, just a few miles from the palace). When I said I imagined her doing a more sociable job, she laughed. She laughs a lot.

      Thankfully, Lorna hasn’t spilled too many of my secrets. I'll have to pull her aside later and beg her not to give Melody the full lowdown of what a shit I’ve been.

      After the third shot, Melody drags us onto the dancefloor. It’s packed, forcing us to dance closely together. Which suits me just fine. What suits me even more is when Lorna starts dancing with a group of women and turns her back to us with a wink.

      Melody is so short she barely reaches my shoulder. Diminutive size or not, there is no ignoring her, not with her hands waving all over the place and her black corkscrews flying in all directions as she belts out the words to ‘Common People’. I notice a couple of lads on the edge of the dancefloor watching her.

      I take a chance and put a hand on her hip. I can feel the heat of her body through it. She closes the gap between us.

      “Do you want a drink?” I ask.

      She cups her ear.

      I lean down and manage a good inhale of her warm skin. “Drink?”

      She rests a hand lightly on my shoulder and steps onto her tiptoes. “Yes please.”

      I’ve no idea who slips whose hand into whose but we leave the dancefloor with them clasped together. I only just remember to look out for Lorna so I can indicate where we’re going. She sticks a thumb up and carries on dancing.

      Grinning at each other, we have another couple of shots and then back to the dancefloor. As soon as we find a space, Melody’s hands wind around my neck and she’s gazing up at me, big black eyes holding me as tightly as her body as she moves to the music.

      Melody Aldridge, I decide, is the sexiest creature I’ve ever met.
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          NOW

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alex

      

      

      I open my wardrobe door and am hit with scents of the past. For a long moment I’m incapable of doing anything but holding myself upright. I rifle through the limited offerings with nausea swirling thickly in my stomach, and select a pair of jeans. Even in my heavy-headed state, I know there’s no way they’re going to fit my thirty-six-inch waist. Very soon, I realise nothing’s going to fit and don the grey polystyrene dressing gown hanging on the bedroom door. After counting to ten, I open the door and gingerly poke my head out. I listen carefully over the weighty beats of my heart. Someone’s downstairs.

      My bones are jellified. The nausea is getting worse. Saliva fills my mouth…

      My body takes control and propels me over the threshold to the bathroom next door. I barely have time to register the old familiar scent of pine before I’m spewing my guts up into the toilet.

      God alone knows – and for the first time, I wonder about that old man in the cemetery – how long I kneel there with my face in the loo and sweat pouring off me, too ill to even care that the puke expelling from me is black. Even when my stomach is emptied, I keep my face where it is, dry-heaving grey bile.

      And then all that’s left are crippling cramps. I put the lid down, flush, and haul myself to my feet then drag them the two steps to the sink. I splash water over my clammy face and then, as I’m patting myself dry, I see the reflection in the mirror and stagger back in fright.

      I have to force air into my bruised lungs. With blood whooshing loudly in my head, I tip-toe back to the mirror, squinting with the same fear I had as a small boy when I needed the toilet at night and was terrified of seeing my reflection.

      My second glance in the mirror is no less frightening. The man staring back at me… he’s a boy. I peer closer. It’s like looking at Ollie’s son, James.

      The room starts to swim around me.

      James is seventeen. People have often said how much he looks like me and now, for the first time, I see it.

      Tentatively, I touch the face. My face. My green eyes are bloodshot but the bags that have been permanent fixtures beneath them for at least a decade have disappeared. The lines on my forehead have disappeared, as have the folds of skin that have been steadily deepening in my cheeks. My lips are fuller. Darker. I have only one chin.

      This is the face I last looked at thirty-three years ago.

      My heart skips and more of the tension in me loosens.

      Melody is here, in this world.

      Where is she? What is she doing?

      

      
        
        Melody

      

      

      I throw my duvet off then immediately hug it back. My bedroom’s freezing! Bloody radiator. How am I supposed to get dressed in this without my nipples getting frostbite? I bet it’s warmer in the artic. Or arctic. Or whatever it’s bloody called.

      The stairs creak.

      “I’m up!” I screech.

      “You’d better be,” Mum shouts back. “You’ve got five minutes, missy, or your breakfast goes in the bin.”

      “I said, I’m up!”

      I jump out of bed and, shivering, grab my uniform off the floor and hide back under the duvet with it. God, I hate my life. Is it my fault my bed’s so cosy? Is it my fault the heating in this house is a pile of crap? It’s all right for her, she’s got old skin. She’s used to it.

      Once I’m dressed, I quickly brush my teeth and wet my hair in the bathroom sink, run downstairs and throw myself onto my chair at the kitchen table.

      “Nice of you to join us,” Mum says in that sarcastic voice she greets me with every morning.

      I smile at her.

      ‘Don’t look at me like that,” she snaps. “Eat your breakfast. If you miss the coach, you’ll have to walk. And don’t even think of asking your dad.”

      Dad peers over his newspaper and gives me an apologetic shrug. I scowl back at the traitor.

      “And why have you wet your hair?” she demands to know without so much as a pause for breath. It’s a talent she has. “Are you trying to catch pneumonia?”

      Dad kicks me under the table. It’s his warning for me to shut up. As I don’t particularly fancy being grounded for longer, I decide to obey, and take a huge bite of my toast to stop my mouth speaking for me. My Fat Mouth, as Mum calls it.

      I shove more toast down my throat. Mum blames me for everything. It’s not as if I deliberately miss the coach and it’s not as if I miss it that often. I mean, I’ve only missed it twice this week. She just looks for any excuse to have a go at me. She hates me.

      Toast finished, I deliberately, noisily, slurp my tea down then stomp out of the kitchen. Shoes and coat on, I throw my schoolbag over my shoulder.

      “Bye,” I shout. The front door slams behind me. It wasn’t deliberate. Honest.

      The second I’m round the corner, I unzip my coat and roll the top of my skirt up, then crouch down and take my secret stash of makeup out of my bag and quickly apply some mascara and lipstick.

      There. Now I’m ready.

      

      
        
        Alex

      

      

      The clothes fit. Who’d have thought a black wine gum could make a man lose thirty-three years of age and three stone in weight overnight?

      I’m not convinced that I’m not in the midst of a vivid dream. There’s a surreal quality to everything. I’m having trouble focusing my eyes and my movements are sluggish.

      But if I am in the middle of a dream, why am I frightened to go downstairs?

      Gripping the bannister tightly, I tread down the stairs, my feet connecting with thin, fading patterned carpet that was replaced a good twenty years ago. Framed photos line the wallpapered stair walls. Me and Ollie, posing for our annual school photos. I soak them in. You can see the dimming of our smiles as each year passes, ranging from full beams when we were tiny to barely a grimace as we stride into adolescence.

      “I can hear you, you know? Stop skulking and come and have your breakfast.”

      The words turn my veins to ice. The world spins with such violence that I hold onto the bannister for dear life. I cover my mouth, frightened I’m going to vomit again.

      “Al?”

      Feeling like a ghost – maybe I am a ghost? – I shuffle to the kitchen.

      Terry Wogan’s dulcet brogue fills my ears. The aroma of bacon and frying eggs fills my nose.

      She’s at the cooker, her back to me. She’s wearing the tight jeans and loose jumper combination she always favoured.

      “Pour us a cup of tea will you, love?” she asks, picking up a plate with a slice of toast on it.

      I’m incapable of movement. My pounding heart is in my throat.

      She expertly transfers the eggs from the frying pan onto the toast, then pinches two rashers of cooked bacon from the griddle, adds them to the plate, and turns round.

      Her rapid, practised movements come to a sudden halt. Her perfectly plucked eyebrows draw together. “What’s wrong?”

      I’m crying. No, I’m bawling. Sobbing like a baby.

      She hastily puts the plate on the table, then guides me to a chair, wraps her arms around me and holds me tight.

      I cling to her, howling, overwhelmed as my senses are overloaded with the scent and touch of the mother I’ve grieved for over thirty years.

      

      
        
        Melody

      

      

      The bus stop that should be crowded with all the village kids taking the coach to school is empty.

      Bugger.

      

      
        
        Alex

      

      

      “Eat something, it’ll make you feel better,” Mum says, patting my back and kissing the top of my head.

      I blow my nose on the kitchen roll she’s shoved in my hand. When I look at her again, she’s wearing the stern face I remember so well.

      “Right, you,” she says, sliding into her seat and pouring the tea. “I know you’re hurting but we need to talk about last night.”

      I don’t have the faintest idea what she’s talking about.

      “We’ve let you mope for a week but now it’s time to man-up. It’s not on for you to stay out until three in the morning on a work night and then make all that racket when you get in. You might be young and able to get away with four hours sleep, but your dad can’t. He’s nearly fifty, Al. I know that seems ancient to you but… Why are you smiling?”

      I shake my head and take her hand. How can I tell her that I’m older than Dad? She’d have me committed.

      She gives me another of her looks then shakes her head. “You look awful. What on earth were you drinking last night?”

      I shrug by way of an answer. I’ve no idea where she thinks I was last night, or what she thinks I was doing.

      My empty stomach rumbles and I finally look at the first plate of food my mum’s cooked for me in three decades. The ache in my heart is acute but the intensity has shifted. Become sweeter.

      When I took the black wine gum, my only thought was Melody. It never crossed my mind that going back in time would take me back to Mum too.

      I remember when she died. All my regrets. All the things I wished I’d told her. How the grief and my guilt derailed me.

      I kiss her knuckles. “I’m sorry.”

      Her eyes widen in shock.

      “It won’t happen again,” I promise.

      She snorts her disbelief but has a drink of her tea with a pleased smile.

      I start to eat. My stomach gurgles, but I’m not sure if it’s in protest or pleasure.

      Mum rolls two cigarettes, puts one beside my mug and lights the other.

      “Rose phoned last night,” she says while my mouth is full of egg and bacon.

      That jolts me.

      I don’t think I’ve thought of Rose in… must be decades.

      “I think she wants you back.” She has a drag of her rollup, looks at me through narrowed eyes, then smiles as she exhales. “You really do look like poo.”

      The gurgling in my stomach’s definitely a protest. I push my half-empty plate to one side and light the rollup she made me. Melody and I quit years ago, but right now, smoking straight after a meal feels natural. If there’s a chance I’m going to wake up in 2024 at any moment, I’m going to make the most of the here and now. Even if it’s only a dream.

      “Will you go back to her?” She stubs her rollup in the half-full ashtray.

      “Who?”

      She leans over and smacks me on the head. “Rose!”

      A swell of happiness rushes up inside me, from low in my abdomen, rising through my chest and throat and expelling in a burst of laughter.

      “No,” I confirm when I catch my breath. “I won’t go back to Rose.”

      I’m here for Melody.

      “Good. She’s a stuck-up madam.”

      I laugh again and lean over to kiss her cheek. As my lips make contact with her skin, a loud honk sounds through the kitchen from outside.

      She looks at me expectantly.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Aren’t you going to work?”

      “Not today.” Today, I’m going to get my bearings, let my stomach settle and then I’m going to find Melody.

      She gives me her stern face again. “Then you can go outside and tell Jimmy you’ve decided to skive for the day.”

      My heart makes another jolt. “Jimmy?”

      Jimmy, Mum’s brother, died eight years ago.

      The uncle who taught me my craft, who kept the business going on his own but still insisted on paying me while we went through the worst months of Mel’s recovery after the hit and run, the man who was like a second father to me… He’s alive too!

      I jump up from the table just in time to dodge another smack on the head from Mum and rush outside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Friday 14th June 1996

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          BEFORE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Melody

      

      

      After fighting with the door lock, we stumble into the house giggling.

      Lorna hiccups loudly. “Goin’ bed,” she slurs. “Got work shoon.”

      Alex and I have fits of laughter watching her crawl up the stairs. When she’s safely at the top, I tug his hand. “Come on you.” Oh dear. My voice is all blurry slurry too. “Bed.”

      Standing behind me, he wraps his arms around my waist and somehow we manage to stagger up the stairs.

      The house is spinning, and when Becky opens her door I see three of her. No, four.

      “Will you bloody well keep the noise down?” she snaps. “It’s three-o-clock.”

      “Shorry.” I prop myself against the wall to stop my legs from going under me. I’m going to pay for this tomorrow.

      There’s a loud bang from Lorna’s room.

      I think Becky glares at me. She definitely mutters, “For fuck’s sake,” and stomps over to Lorna’s room and practically kicks the door open.

      I look at Alex… well, try to look at him. He’s become very blurry.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to find myself thirsty, crammed in my single bed naked, next to a naked body.

      Alex!

      The night comes flooding back and, face pressed against his chest, I happily close my eyes to relive it. We danced and downed shots until the club closed. It was the best night. The best. We ate greasy burgers from the van while we waited at the taxi-rank. I don’t remember inviting Alex back. In fact, I’m pretty sure I didn’t give him any choice in the matter. Not that I remember him arguing the toss.

      And I don’t remember getting into bed. Or taking my clothes off. Or even entering my bedroom. Had we…?

      I really need a drink.

      Carefully disentangling myself, I edge off the bed, wincing at the pounding in my head. From the light filtering through my thin curtain, I guess it’s early morning, maybe only six-o-clock or so.

      As soon as I get to my feet, the room begins to spin. Somehow, I manage to put my dressing gown on and convince my jelly legs to carry me downstairs to the kitchen. I down a pint of water with two paracetamols, refill the glass and attempt the return journey.

      Alex’s eyes are open. He smiles at me. I swear my heart sighs.

      “Water?” I whisper, perching myself next to him.

      “Please.”

      He lifts himself onto an elbow and takes the glass along with the paracetamols I brought up with me. His hand isn’t much steadier than mine.

      Done, he lays back down. He hasn’t taken his eyes off me the whole time.

      “Sorry,” he says.

      “For what?”

      “Passing out. Didn’t realise how drunk I was.” He winces. “Think I’m still drunk.”

      “I’m definitely still drunk.”

      With a smile, he lifts the duvet, inviting me back. I take a moment to drift my eyes over his naked body. My heart gives a definite sigh. Even in my part-drunk, part-hungover state, I can appreciate that his body is as gorgeous as his face.

      I slip my dressing gown off. The moment I stretch out beside him, he envelopes me into his arms.

      I don’t think my heart has ever beat so hard, and when he kisses me, the heat that fills me is like nothing I’ve felt before.

      When I finally drift back to sleep, my last thought is that sex with Alex is the opposite of shit. All I can do is hope he’ll still be there when I next wake up.

      

      
        
        Alex

      

      

      I’ve never been so reluctant to leave a bed before, and it has nothing to do with my pounding head or the need for another five hours sleep.

      I can’t drag my gaze from Melody’s sleeping face. I study the pale skin with the smattering of freckles over the cute nose with a chest so full it’s a struggle to breathe.

      Her eyes open and fix onto mine. I gaze into the dark, almost black, pools. See the tiny flecks of gold in them.

      I can’t stop the smile spreading over my face. She smiles back and presses her fingers to my cheek.

      It is with deep reluctance that I say, “I have to go.”

      Her smile fades.

      “I’ve an appointment in Buckingham in a couple of hours. For a potential job.”

      Her pretty lips pull in together but she nods.

      “Are you working today?”

      She shakes her head. “Not until six.”

      “Any plans until then?”

      Another shake of her head.

      “Shall I come back when I’m done?”

      The smile returns. Her hand slides around my neck.

      My plans to leave are delayed a little longer.
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          NOW

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alex

      

      

      Mum lets me borrow her car again. I hadn’t appreciated how advanced cars in the twenty-first century had become until forced to drive a 1980 Ford Cortina. The radio crackles, and I have to keep fiddling with the tuning button, the heater works in fits and spurts, the driver’s window keeps sticking and there’s a loud clunk every time I change gear.

      I’m nearly – nearly – certain that what’s happening to me is real. I have travelled through time and taken possession of my twenty-one year old body. It’s terrifying and exhilarating, a huge adventure where you know how the story unfolds but the details of the journey have faded through time.

      I park in the school drop-off bay with a good view of the coaches. The nauseous churning in my stomach’s returned but this time more from nerves than time-travel sickness. I had the same churn on Saturday when I parked across the road from Melody’s house in Collingswood. I spent an hour there hoping for a glimpse of her, but all I saw were shadows in the windows. I would have stayed longer if a grumpy neighbour I didn’t recognise hadn’t banged on the window and told me to fuck off. It was probably for the best. God knows what I’d have done if I had seen her.

      I’m still trying to get a handle on everything. Trust me, there’s a lot to get a handle on. Everything. The dead who’ve come back to life. My dad with a straight back and a full head of hair. My brother, young, single, and reckless. Being older than my parents. Not being in pain – I hadn’t realised how worn and achy my body had become until I was given this shiny new one. Old friends calling the house landline, many of whom I’ve lost touch with over the years.

      I’ve pleaded sickness and, other than the stalking visit to Melody’s house under the pretext of needing to visit the chemist, have stayed inside hiding from the world. Jimmy agreed with Mum that I looked like a bag of shit and has given me the week off to recover. That I puked in front of him and splattered his work boots helped convince him of this.

      Another thing I need to get a handle on is my loss of independence. I don’t have a car. I’ve only been able to borrow Mum’s Cortina today as she has Wednesday afternoons off from her job at Brocklehurst post office.

      The first students trickle through the school’s main doors. The bottom of my stomach drops. The trickle turns into a deluge. Unable to see properly, I get out of the car and, lungs tightened into a ball, do my best to stick to my original plan of only scanning the faces heading to the coaches. I want to search every single face.

      I almost miss her. So rarely does Melody tie her hair back that I’m focussed on using her black corkscrews as a marker. My gaze skips over her before registering the bouncy mass of hair sticking out of the back of her head in a ponytail.

      She’s with a couple of other girls, all with identical bags over their shoulders. They’re huddled together like penguins, whether from the cold or because they’re deep in animated conversation or both, I don’t know. I can’t even see her face. I just know that it’s her, that she is here and that in this moment in time, she’s got her whole life ahead of her.

      When she disappears into the coach, I find I’m breathing properly for the first time since I woke up in my childhood bed.
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        Melody

      

      

      I leave Alex sleeping while I run to work, arriving in a record four minutes, and just seven minutes late. Graham’s familiar scowl greets me. He’s only slightly mollified when, after fighting my way through the heaving crowd and the thick haze of cigarette smoke, I plant an impulsive kiss to his grumpy cheek. Not mollified enough not to send me to the kitchen as punishment though.

      I’m too happy to care. I don’t care either, when I walk in the kitchen and find a tower of crockery and pots and pans that need washing.

      Gav and Carly are too busy fighting their way through the remaining food orders and snapping at each other to do much more than give me exhausted smiles of thanks. Bless them, they genuinely think I’ve volunteered to trash my hands on kitchen-cleaning duties. Graham’s too tight to buy marigolds, never mind the dishwasher he’s been promising all the three years I’ve worked here.

      I turn the radio on – no wonder it’s so tense in here without any kind of background to daydream to – and get stuck in.

      “Why are you so happy?”

      I look up from the foaming water to Carly’s suspicious face. I hadn’t noticed she’d made a start on the drying-up for me. “Hmm?”

      “You’re singing.”

      “Sorry.” I’ve inherited my mother’s non-dulcet tones.

      She stares at my face a bit longer then nudges me. “Who is he?”

      I grin. “Alex Hammond.”

      She pulls a face that pulls the smile from mine.

      “You know him?”

      “Yep.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He’s a tart.”

      I don’t know how to respond to that. I mean, Lorna has intimated as much about him. I’m pretty sure she’s said the same about me too.

      “It’s very early days,” I mumble, and am mortified to feel my face heat with a blush. Early days or not, since Alex returned from his appointment in Buckingham we’ve only left my bed for food and my evening shift, which he propped up the bar for the entirety of.

      Carly scrutinises me for so long I feel another blush form. “Just be careful. I know his ex. He cheated on her. And the one before her…”

      “Doesn’t that make him a good match for Mel, then?” Gav calls from the other side of the kitchen with an evil cackle.

      “I’ve never cheated,” I protest.

      “You cheated on Damian.”

      “Not intentionally! I didn’t know he thought we were a couple.”

      “What about Simon?”

      “We weren’t together long enough for me to cheat.”

      Carly suddenly elbows me again. I follow her twitching gaze to find Matt the Twat standing in the kitchen doorway.

      “Hi Mel.” He raises his hand in a wave. “Graham said you were in here. Can I speak to you in private?”

      “I’m really busy. Is it important?”

      “I just wondered if you fancy going out for a drink when you finish your shift?”

      “Erm… I’m really sorry but I’ve already made plans.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      I brace myself. “Look, Matt, I’m really sorry but I, err, I’m kind of seeing someone.”

      His face falls. “But I thought you wasn’t looking for anything?”

      If you thought that then why do you keep bloody hassling me two weeks after we spent one sodding night together? Instead of shouting this at him, I fix the kindest smile I can to my face. “It isn’t really anything,” I lie, “But I don’t want to string you along.” Stringing him along wouldn’t be an issue if he’d taken the bloody hint in the first place.

      Seriously, Men, when a girl tells you she’s really busy and doesn’t have time for a relationship after you’ve slept with her, then that means she doesn’t want to take it any further.

      He shuffles backwards then his crestfallen face glimmers. “Mate, I wasn’t asking for marriage. I was just after a good time with a sure thing. See you around.”

      Carly’s cackle of laughter breaks the stunned silence left in Matt’s wake. She picks up the pile of clean plates into her meaty arms. “What a twat.”

      “Told you Alex is a good match for her,” Gav shouts.

      I laugh along with them but inside I burn with humiliation.

      I should never have slept with Matt in the first place. The worst of it is, I didn’t fancy him in the slightest. I was drunk. It was a party at the house he shares with Chris and Gav (not The Merry Thief chef Gav). I don’t remember much about it and as far as I’m concerned those memories can stay locked away forever. I remember the sex being terrible but, mercifully, other than the flashing image of his horrible tattoo – a topless woman on his right bicep – not the details. Bad enough remembering how sick I felt when I woke up with his gurning face next to mine. I’ve never left a bed so fast in my life.

      The only thing that stops my happy mood plummeting fully to dark is the thought of seeing Alex again. He’s promised to be at the pub in time for kick-off and is bringing Kermit with him. He wants me to meet him.

      Because this is the thing. It is something. This thing with Alex. And I have a horrible feeling that if he stands me up, it will really hurt.
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        Melody

      

      

      It’s my birthday!

      I bound out of bed and hurtle down the stairs.

      Mum and Dad are in the kitchen drinking tea at the table. There’s three gift-wrapped boxes and a pile of cards next to the teapot.

      Mum’s on her feet first. She gives me a tight hug that makes me feel all squidgy. “Happy birthday, sweetie.”

      Dad’s hug’s a little looser but his smile is just as warm as Mum’s. “Happy birthday, Melody.”

      Mum pours me a cup of tea while I get down to the most important part of the day. The present opening.

      I open Grandma Alison’s first. It’s a makeup set and, oh my God, it’s so cool! There’s eight eyeshadows, two blushers, four squares of lipstick, an eyeliner and a mascara. I rip the plastic film off it and lift the lid and inhale the delicious scent. I love the smell of makeup. It’s my favourite scent in the whole world.

      “I’ll give you some lessons on how to use it all before we go out, if you like?” Mum says.

      She’s taking me to the city for lunch. I’m so lucky to be on exam leave from school! I’m hoping she’s going to buy me a pair of Converses and another pair of jeans to replace the pair I accidentally ruined when I tried to cut my own rips into them. I really want a pair of Levi’s. “Yes please.”

      Her smile is so wide I feel a little guilty about my secret makeup stash. It’s not my fault that Hayley’s mum’s an Avon rep and gets tons of free samples and that Hayley gives me handfuls at a time. Hayley’s mum’s so cool. Hayley’s been allowed to wear makeup since we were twelve. I have to keep my stash hidden or Mum will go spare.

      I move on to the next present. It’s from Aunty Jackie and Uncle Steve. Oh my God! It’s a White Musk gift set! White Musk is my favourite scent in the whole world!

      I nearly wet myself when I open the biggest present, from Mum and Dad. It’s a new HiFi! And it has a CD player in it! Oh my God, it’s soooooooooo cool!

      I rip into the cards. Cash from Aunty Allie and Uncle Stelios, a cheque from Aunty Debs and a postal order from Grandpa Bob. Enough for me to buy three CDs!

      Dad has to go to work but promises he’ll set the HiFi up as soon as he gets back. I kiss him goodbye then rush upstairs to get dressed.

      

      
        
        Alex

      

      

      I get off the bus opposite Collingswood’s village shop, zip my denim jacket against the slight chill, and start walking. I’ve learned that if I don’t look purposeful, people get suspicious. It’s not like 2024 when people are often too wary to confront loiterers.

      Of all the things I’ve struggled to adjust to, that’s been the hardest for me. Forget mobile phones the size of bricks morphing into sleek smartphones that fit in the palm of your hand and can bring up any information you want at the press of a button, it’s attitudes that have changed at a faster pace than anything. In the last few years of my life with Mel, I often found myself censoring my words depending on the company (Alice) as it wasn’t worth the self-righteous bollocking I’d get for it. There’s no need to censor yourself here. If you offend someone, they either call you a twat or punch you in the face. Then it’s forgotten.
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