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For Simone, Katie and Leo –


this wouldn’t have happened without your love
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1


Not in Kansas Anymore


You follow the rainbow


in the hope of someday finding


that pot of gold at the end.


One day maybe.


One day.


R. D.


I stood still, staring at the classroom door.


There was a bag on my shoulder and a small pot, mud-brown and lidded, in my hand.


Pride surged through me. I had made this pot all by myself. I knocked on the door and an unfamiliar voice told me to enter.


A wooden stool stood in the corner and I walked to it and sat down. The woman sitting opposite was a teacher; I knew her name was Rebecca and she wasn’t from my school, but she was there to see me.


Her face was framed by masses of curly brown hair. She pursed her lips, took the pot from my hand, and placed it on the table next to her. It was home to pots of all different shapes and sizes, a sea of vibrant colour. The larger ones were adorned with small pieces of broken mirror, azure seascapes and purple-orange skies. The smaller ones had silver-glittered necks, gold hieroglyphs, and small red lids. It was a dazzling display of pottery perfection. In the middle sat my pot: forlorn, pathetic, brown, and very plain.


‘You’ve failed.’ She shot me a disappointed look.


‘What? No way!’ I said.


I glanced at my pot and it looked back at me apologetically. ‘But I worked really hard on it.’


‘That may be, but I can’t pass you. You’ve failed. Look, it’s not nearly as good as the others.’


I knew she was right. They were the older, more attractive siblings, possessing a creative beauty that my runt-of-the-litter pot could not live up to. I thought about the hard work I had put into it and, as if on cue, a volcanic fear of failure erupted within me. The force of this made me jump from my stool, grab my bag, and run out of the door.


In another classroom, along a deserted corridor, my friends were sitting at their desks talking to each other. I tried the door handle but it was locked. I banged on the glass, calling to them to let me in. Nobody turned round. Instead, I watched as they laughed among themselves.


‘Guys, it’s me: Nay. Open the door!’


One by one, they raised their heads and stared at me. My best friend Katie appeared at the glass pane. ‘Open the door,’ I demanded, rattling the handle. ‘I need to get in.’ Laughing, Katie shook her head and pointed up at a clock on the classroom wall where black hands were ticking slowly over Roman numerals. She walked across to the blackboard and chalked up the word échec. It was French for ‘failure’. Everyone was watching her and laughing. I banged my fist against the glass again in despair. Suddenly I heard shouts coming from the far end of the corridor. The Mega Smegs – girls from our year whom we loathed – were running at me, chanting, ‘Failure, failure, failure . . .’


I turned back to the door. My friends were gone and the room was filling with clocks – hundreds of them, all over the desks, the walls; different sizes, different kinds. Granddad clocks, cuckoo clocks, alarm clocks. Then, just as they appeared, they all started to fade.


‘You have to get Leo,’ a voice whispered.


As the girls came closer I felt my body vibrating and shaking with fear. I turned and ran towards a pair of double doors at the other end of the corridor.


I had no choice. I pushed them open.


I stepped into a bright, burning light.


Clutching my chest, furiously grabbing for air, I sat up in bed. I couldn’t breathe. Gulping down sobs, I tried to scream. Nothing came.


There was a small window opposite the bed. I looked up at it, willing my breathing to calm. The sun shone cheerfully through the curtains, illuminating the purple flowers covering them. Purple flowers?


I closed my eyes. ‘S’okay, Nay, it’s just a dream,’ I said out loud.


I grabbed my throat. My voice sounded . . . weird, different; hoarse and deep. Like a grown-up’s. I opened my eyes and scanned the room, turning my head slowly to the left and then to the right. Nothing. I recognized nothing. I looked down at my body. The pyjama top I was wearing was drenched with sweat. I tried to think and my head started to hurt. This wasn’t my bunk bed. Where was my Marilyn Monroe duvet cover? This wasn’t the bedroom I shared with my sister. Where was she? Where was Simone? I closed my eyes again.


‘I must be dreaming,’ I said to the empty room. My voice again; it sounded so strange. I jumped out of the weirdly large bed. Had it kidnapped me in my sleep and brought me to this strange place? I looked around at the room. It was dismal and grey. There was no carpet on the floor, just bare boards, and the walls had been stripped down to bare grey plaster. It looked almost like a prison.


I walked slowly out of the room into the hallway, hoping I would see something familiar. The house felt empty ‘Hello,’ I called out. To the left of me was a closed bedroom door but in front of me was a bathroom; the door was ajar. I pushed it open. No one was in there and I didn’t recognize anything inside. There was a mirror above the sink. Maybe, I thought, if I see my reflection I will know that I am still dreaming and wake up.


It took a slow second, but when my mouth dropped open in horror, I grabbed my face and screamed, ‘NO! Oh my God, oh my God oh my God oh my God . . . I’m . . . I’m . . . I’m OLD!!’ I was old.


Shock made me back away from the mirror. I burst into tears and dropped to the floor. My brain tried to make sense of the face I had just seen, asking what was with the lines? The dark circles under my eyes and the short hair? No, no, it wasn’t me. I jumped up from the floor and stared at the face again. ‘This isn’t me!’ I shouted at it.


I ran back into the bedroom, shaken by what I had seen. I felt a cold panic box its way into my mind, punching tiny holes of anxiety into my brain. Dread found its place. Where was my sister? I felt the sudden urge to find her. Maybe she was in the living room.


Panicked, I sped downstairs and stormed into an unfamiliar kitchen. Nothing. I ran back into the living room. No one.


I flew back upstairs and, avoiding the other closed door down the small hallway, I rushed into the bedroom and flung open the wardrobe doors, looking for one of my smeghead1 friends maybe, who would yell, ‘Surprise!’ and keel over laughing at the crap joke she was playing.


‘Oh. My. Dayz,’ I gasped.


The colours were unbelievable: blues, purples, yellows, but . . . like . . . different. Clothes I would never wear. ‘This isn’t my house.’ I shook my head at them. I spun around. ‘This isn’t my room . . . This is NOT my life. NO!’ I ran back into the bathroom and looked at the face again. ‘This isn’t me!’ I shouted back at it. Dizzy, I hit the floor. My body curled up into a ball and I started to cry again. I tried to find something to focus my mind on, anything, and then I remembered that I had seen a picture of my sister downstairs. But I didn’t get up; I just lay there, crying, moaning, and mumbling.


After lying there for what felt like ages, I realized that I wasn’t dreaming. This was real; I was real. I had woken up in a bed I didn’t know, a room I didn’t recognize, and a house that wasn’t mine.


And then I heard music in the distance, a song being sung. I crawled across the bathroom floor and back into the bedroom while a woman sang something about bleeding or breathing; no, it was definitely bleeding, yes, bleeding love. The music was coming from something on the bedside cabinet. It kept stopping and starting and stopping again; but there was no radio, no tape deck, just a small black object shaking violently across the top.


I jumped back, almost falling over myself. The sound hurt my ears and as I cautiously picked it up, the word ‘Simone’ flashed in black letters.


‘Simone?’ I asked it.


Simone! It was my sister; it had to be. She was the only Simone I knew. I turned the strange object over and over, pressing hard plastic. There were no buttons. I put it up to my mouth and called Simone’s name, hoping she would somehow hear me. The flashing, the music and the vibrating stopped. ‘Where are the frickin’ buttons?’ I screamed at it, and a great sense of inadequacy produced even more tears. I felt defeated. ‘Three missed calls’ it now read.


‘What the . . . ? This, like . . . is this a phone?’


I dropped the phone on the floor, ran down the stairs to the front door, and stepped outside. The houses opposite stared at me; their windows looked like laughing eyes. Frantically, I scanned the tree-lined road. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I so knew this wasn’t Wolverhampton. This wasn’t my home town. I didn’t live here. A woman walking a small white dog passed the hedge separating the front garden from the road and smiled at me. I turned away. I must have looked such a div standing in the garden in my pyjamas.


I ran back into the house, slammed the door shut and stood facing the stairs. My heart was thundering in my chest. I closed my eyes and counted to ten and as my breathing slowed down, I grabbed my forehead with both hands. ‘Come on, Nay.’ I took another deep breath. ‘You’re all right, girl. Everything’s gonna be okay; you just need to chill the smeg out.’


Through deep breaths and several counts of ten, I talked myself into some semblance of calm. For the first time, I saw the different-sized photos hanging on the walls on either side of the stairs. I started with the ones closest to me, pictures of this chubby baby with a cute smile and a head of brown kiss curls. My brain was saying, ‘Leo,’ but I didn’t know who he was. The next set of frames answered my question – they showed me but older, me smiling back with a chubby toddler on my lap.


Was this really me? Was this child mine? Is this the future?


Trying to think instantly caused a bright light to flash in front of my eyes and a stabbing pain to shoot through my head. I took another deep breath. The pain subsided and I climbed two more steps. The next picture was of Simone proudly holding a white scroll, a black gown draped over her shoulders, a black cap on her head. ‘You went to uni? When did this happen?’ I asked the photo. Maybe I was in my sister’s house, I thought.


I looked at the rest of the pictures, more pictures of this child I instinctively knew was called Leo. He grew with each photograph and the last one was a black-and-white one of him holding a skateboard. The smile, the eyes . . . it was like looking at a mini version of me. Maybe he’s my brother? I wondered if my mum had had another kid.


I searched the other pictures to see if there was any hint of his mum; no, if he wasn’t with me, he was on his own. Photographs of my sister sat next to pictures of my father. I stood staring at his face in shock. Was it really him? In one of the photographs he was with another child I didn’t recognize. He was lighter in skin tone, with straw-blond hair, and he looked a bit like Simone.


‘What year is this?’ I asked the pictures. Nothing, no answer. I stepped backwards down the stairs and made my way into the living room, desperately trying to remember something. A black cordless phone sat near the television and as soon as I looked at it, a number popped into my head.


I continued to pace, stopped, looked back at the phone and heard the number again.


7768339, this time with a name: Katie.


‘Katie?’ I asked the phone. The number came to me again. 7768339, Katie.


It was a strange-looking phone with no pull-out aerial and it had an orange screen, but every time I looked at it, I kept getting the same name and number. 7768339, Katie. Katie from school?


The only way to find out was to press the numbers. It rang about four times and then someone answered.


‘Hello,’ a soft, high-pitched voice sang into the phone.


‘Hello,’ I whispered. ‘Is that you, Kate?’


‘Oh, hiya, babe. I was just about to call you. Did you manage to sleep last night?’


She knew me. ‘Katie?’ I asked again. This wasn’t my friend from school. This Katie sounded as old as my mum and like she had just stepped off Coronation Street.


‘Yeah.’ She went quiet for a moment. ‘What’s up, hun? Are you okay?’


The gates opened, allowing a flash flood of tears. ‘Oh my God,’ I sobbed. ‘I don’t know who you are. I don’t know where I am and this number kept repeating over and over in my head so I called you, and it’s not you. And I don’t know what to do and I don’t know where I . . . and i don’t know who you are, and I don’t know what’s happened to my face.’


‘Your face? What’s happened to your face?’ The strange woman’s voice went up an octave.


‘IT’S OLD!’ I began to cry again.


‘What?’ She laughed and then went silent again. ‘Naomi, what’s wrong? Erm, okay, okay, babe, listen to me, take a deep breath.’


I sobbed some more; this definitely wasn’t Katie from school.


‘But I don’t know you,’ I managed.


‘Right, okay, listen to me,’ she said in a deliberately calm voice. ‘Go into the kitchen, switch the kettle on and make yourself a cup of coffee.’


‘C . . . coffee?’ I stammered. ‘Ugh, gross.’


She went quiet again.


‘Hello?’ I walked into the kitchen anyway, searched for the kettle, and switched it on.


‘Erm, I’m here, babe. Listen, Gerald’s getting the car out the garage, and we’ll be round in five minutes. Have you found the kettle?’


‘Hmm.’ I opened up the cupboard in front of me. A range of coffees and boxes of herbal teas stood on display.


‘Right, make yourself a cuppa. You like herbal teas, don’t you?’


‘Yes,’ I replied.


‘Okay, right. Make yourself a tea, and have a cigarette, and we’ll be round in a bit.’


‘Cigarette? Rank! I sooooo don’t smoke.’


The silence was so long, I thought she had hung up. Had I said something wrong? I started to cry again. ‘I don’t know jack about anything. I don’t know what I’m doing here.’


‘It’s okay. Right, right, just . . . just breathe and . . . and drink your tea. I’m coming round, okay?’


‘Okay.’


I put the phone down. The fresh minty smell of the tea kinda reminded me of my stepfather, Joseph. It was his favourite tea and he used to slurp it loudly knowing it would make me laugh. I began to wonder why there were no pictures of him on the wall, or of my mum. Where was everybody?


The warmth of the tea comforted me. As I held the cup between my hands, I decided I liked the kitchen. The bright orange and yellow walls held pictures painted by a child – probably, I thought, the one from the photographs. Certificates and postcards surrounded the artwork. On the white door of one of the cupboards was an Irish blessing, a picture of a lone castle with nothing but blue skies, green hills and brown boulders of rock around it. Above the castle were the words:




When times are hard


May your heart never


Turn to stone.


When shadows


Fall on you


Remember,


You never walk


alone.





Everything seemed to, like, for a minute . . . chill. I needed to let go of the sheer terror of what I was experiencing. The blessing gave me a moment of freedom from the deep shudders of panic that kept sending massive waves of distress through my body, forcing it to flood with adrenaline, making me want to run. I was exhausted. So I let go of the urgent need to know where, when and who I was. In that moment, I was sure I would eventually find my way home, back to 1992 and out of this nightmare.


The doorbell rang. I took a deep breath. Once I opened that door, I would be faced with yet more of the unknown. I hadn’t a clue what was happening. But I knew two things for sure:




1. I was fifteen years old.


2. I had woken up in the future.
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The Future


A


journey of


a thousand miles starts


beneath one’s feet


L. T. E.


I mentally took the brace position as I opened the front door. A short, strawberry-blonde-haired woman, her face full of concern, stepped towards me.


‘You all right?’


I stared raw-eyed and shook my head, thinking that this was totally mental. This was definitely not my school friend Katie. In fact, this colourfully dressed woman with her silver jewellery and suede tasselled bag was the complete opposite. I backed away from her.


‘Naomi, love, can I come in?’ she asked gently.


I want to go home, I thought, as she followed me into the living room and took my hand.


‘Are you all right, babe?’


The tears flowed thick and fast. I could only shake my head again.


‘What’s happened?’


I opened my mouth but it had suddenly stopped working. I was frickin’ speechless.


‘You know who I am, right?’


I gave her a blank look and rubbed my forehead. My head was still hurting, thumping with pain.


‘Naomi, I’m your friend, Katie. We’ve known each other for five years. Look.’ She turned to the window and pointed to the red car sitting outside the house. ‘That lump o’ lard is his highness, Gerald.’ She turned back to me, smiling. ‘Loves his food, his ale, and me. I’ve got four kids, remember? Alex, Dylan, Adam and Chloe and we . . .’ She stopped and took a look around. ‘Is Leo at school?’


‘Leo?’


‘Yes, hun, Leo.’ She gave me a strange look. ‘Your son.’


I had guessed right then. Leo was the chubby-faced, yogurt-covered kid in the photograph on the kitchen wall.


‘He must be at school right now.’ She looked around the room as if I might have stashed him somewhere.


This was information I couldn’t process, yet couldn’t deny. Stuck in a sort of maternal limbo, I did have a sense that my body had had a child, but trying to remember him made my head hurt again. I rubbed my temples and thought instead, That’ll be why these boobs look like they could hold a smeggin’ pencil case, never mind a pencil. But wait, she’d asked me some questions, hadn’t she?


‘I think I remember you. I don’t know where Leo is.’ I looked at her. ‘I don’t remember.’


I pulled my hand from hers, trying to forget the let’s-test-the-pertness-of-your-boobs-with-a-pencil test the girls and I had done in the P.E. changing rooms.


‘Tell you what, why don’t you come to mine for a cuppa and we’ll figure this all out. Let’s get you dressed.’


I stopped pacing and stared at her. I was scared, I was confused, I wanted her help, but she was a stranger.


‘Come on.’ I followed her up to the bedroom and watched her from the doorway as she opened the purple-flowered curtains, allowing a dim light in.


‘Clothes!’ she exclaimed cheerfully as if they were the answer to all my problems. We both looked at the white wardrobe stood in the corner. She pulled open the doors and went through the rack of garms2 bulging from their wooden home.


This Katie was dressed a bit like a hippie, with a long black skirt, green kaftan top, beaded and crystal jewellery and loads of silver rings of all different shapes and sizes. With her full breasts, small hips and long unkempt hair, she kinda looked like an earth-mothery type. I relaxed a bit when I realized that this woman was not here to harm me.


She pulled out a wine-coloured velour tracksuit and held it up. ‘This one.’


I tried to stop myself from laughing and ended up snorting like Miss Piggy. The clothes were majorly offensive.


‘What?’ She looked from me to the criminal piece of clothing and smiled. ‘What’s wrong with it?’


‘Are you smeggin’ mental? Whose trackie is that?’


‘It’s the fashion,’ she sighed.


‘Yeah, like in the seventies maybe,’ I snorted. ‘That is sooooo making me wanna barf.’


‘Barf?’ She was clueless.


‘Hurl, spew, chuck . . . throw up?’


‘Oh.’ She burst out laughing. ‘I don’t get the tracksuit thing myself; it’s all a bit Crockett and Tubbs for me.’


I gave her a small smile. Even though she was old, she seemed okay. I stepped fully into the bedroom and edged closer to her.


Katie put the tracksuit back in the wardrobe. ‘Not doing a Miami Vice then,’ she told it, and pulled out a large black jumper instead. ‘There you go, plain and simple.’


She closed the mirrored doors and I saw that old face again, my face, and felt panic twist in the pit of my stomach. She noticed my horrified reaction and put her hand on my shoulder. ‘Naomi, everything’s gonna be all right, you know?’


‘I know,’ I said, nodding. ‘I can borrow Eve’s Oil of Ulay.’


Her smile dropped slightly when I said my mum’s name, but I blanked it, pulling the jumper off the hanger to put it up against my wiry frame. ‘Have I got jeans or a skirt or sumthin’?’


‘I think you wear it with tights.’ She opened the top drawer of the chest of drawers standing behind her.


‘It’s a dress?’ My jaw dropped.


She smiled. ‘There you go.’ She handed me a pair of tights.


I stared at them, stunned by the aqua green-blue nylon shimmer; the colour was almost unreal, acieed3 trippy unreal. I had never seen anything like it before.


‘Come on.’ She woke me from my fashion daze. ‘I’ll wait downstairs for you.’


I got washed and dressed quick time, avoiding the mirrors. Instead, I concentrated on the clothes, thinking, We used to wear jumper dresses when I was, like, ten! Is this the eighties? What’s going on?


Downstairs, Katie was holding a pair of black sheepskin-lined boots. I raised my eyebrows and turned my mouth in disgust.


‘They’re your Ugg boots,’ she said.


‘Ugh.’ They were even worse than the tracksuit. ‘Is that, like, short for “Ugly”? Is this a joke?’ I looked around for the hidden camera, as this was beyond the realm of mental.


She burst out laughing. ‘Everyone wears them; try them on.’


I hesitated. Then reckoned if she was my spar4 like she said she was, then surely she wouldn’t let me leave the house looking like a total div? I grabbed them from her, put them on, and found they were warm and comfy.


‘Come on. Ged’s waiting.’ When she opened the front door my stomach started to flip and I sucked in my breath. I was frozen again, unable to move.


‘No, I can’t. I don’t want to.’ I stared out into the street. It was quiet except for the rumbling traffic in the distance.


She grasped hold of my hand. ‘Naomi, look at me. I will not let anything happen to you. You will be safe with me.’ She said each word slowly, making sure I heard every last syllable. ‘I know you don’t remember anything right now,’ she continued, ‘but one day, I promise, one day you will and, until that day, I will make sure you are okay. Okay?’


The look of sincerity in her eyes seemed to coax my fears out from a small corner of mistrust and into a space of acceptance. I nodded and hung my head, relief flooding over me. She put her arms around me and I let her hug me, feeling safe. As long as I had this friendly, calm, patient woman around, things wouldn’t feel so . . . stale5.


This woman, who was called Katie but was not my friend from school, gently wiped my face and then beckoned me to the car. She grabbed some keys from the hook on the wall and closed the front door. Her husband gave me a friendly smile, jumped out of the driver’s seat, and opened the back door for me.


As the car pulled away, I stared out of the window at the unfamiliar house in which I had woken up. It was a small, brown-brick two-up two-down, with a tiny garden at the front. It was my own house of horrors, the last ride of the travelling funfair that stopped entertaining the moment I found myself trapped in it. Katie turned in her seat. ‘I’ve called your sister, hun. She’s on her way.’


We pulled up into the drive of a terraced, newly built, three-storey grey and white house. I got out of the car and stared down the long cul-de-sac, not recognizing anything.


‘We’ve been here about three months. Four bedrooms, three floors,’ Katie informed me as I followed her through the hallway into the kitchen. ‘And this is my domain,’ she said proudly.


The kitchen was light and airy and very large, with a big dining table and a brown leather sofa at one side. I could smell a faint aroma of sweet incense; in the corners were exotic-looking plants and glacial crystals. The walls were covered with crayon drawings of angels, dolphins, rainbows and robots. It was warm and inviting.


‘Sit down, babe. I’ll stick the kettle on.’


I sank into the sofa; it was comfortable. On the other side of the large patio doors a gigantic, fat cherry-wood Buddha sat facing me. I felt like it was laughing at me.


‘When’s my sister getting here?’


‘She’ll be here soon. She’s not far. She’s left work early but it’s on the other side of town so . . . She’ll be here soon, babe. Naomi, do you know where we are?’


I nodded. ‘Yeah, Manchester.’ Wow! What? Wait! I thought. How did I know this all of a sudden? Katie asked me more questions. How long had I been living in the city? Yes! I knew the name of the road and the number of the house I had woken up in. I was flummoxed. How did I know this? I didn’t know it when I woke up. I tried to remember moving into the house or the first time I arrived in Manchester.


Nothing.


‘But when I woke up, I didn’t know where I was, or how I got here, and it’s like I know where I am now, but I can’t remember living here.’ I was so confused.


‘So what’s the last thing you do remember?’ she asked.


I looked into the drink she had handed me, hoping to see a reflection or an image of my life. I saw my pink and white bedroom in our house in Wolverhampton. I saw the small red-brick terraced house I shared with my younger sister, my mum, and my stepfather. I closed my eyes and clasped the cup in my hands. All I could see was me in my bed, late at night. I could hear my mum watching TV downstairs. Simone was on the top bunk bed above me, snoring quietly, while I was under the blankets with my trusty torch reading a French GCSE revision book and thinking about Robert Harris, the totally fit boy I fancied, but who didn’t fancy me back.


‘I fell asleep and . . .’ I paused. ‘I woke up in the future.’


‘Do you know how old you are?’ Katie was staring at me, wide-eyed, like an owl.


‘Fifteen, I think, but I know I’m not. I know I’m old.’


Katie laughed. ‘God, if you’re old, then I’m ancient; you’re only thirty-two.’


I smiled, but it so wasn’t funny. Thirty was ancient. After that, you were cashing in your pension.


I took a sip of the coffee. It tasted awful, bitter and acidic. ‘Gross, Mr Morose,’ I muttered. ‘Do I like coffee?’ I asked her. ‘I mean, who would, like, really drink this?’


‘Well.’ She hesitated. ‘You do, in fact. You drink it all the time.’


I didn’t understand and Katie looked confused. But hey, I just didn’t like coffee. I decided not to go there. Instead, I tried to remember something, but the pain just kept kicking my brain around my skull like John Barnes with a football.


When she asked certain questions, I found I was able to answer them easily. I knew my date of birth, my age, my address, my postcode, Leo’s name, Katie’s telephone number, specific details about this life. I even knew it was Thursday 17 April and it was 2008. But what I did for my last birthday? No. How I met Katie? Nothing. What happened at the birth of Leo? Nada. I couldn’t find the memories anywhere in my mind.


‘When I look too hard, I get, like, this white-hot burning sensation that slaps my temples silly and shakes my head into, like, a dizzy spazoid meltdown. It seriously just makes me wanna hit the deck, and hurl again.’


‘I have no clue what you just said then.’ Katie gave a nervous laugh and shook her head. ‘I think . . . just . . . don’t try and remember now; I’m sure it will come to you.’


She didn’t look so sure. Neither was I, and in that moment I decided that I would use all of my brainpower to will myself to fall asleep that night and wake up the next day back in my bunk bed, safe, secure, still fifteen and still thinking only of school, exams, and totally fit Robert Harris. Yes, back to 1992.


As we were talking, the doorbell rang and Katie got up to answer it. It was my sister, I knew it was, but at this moment, I was afraid to see her. The last thing I remembered of my fourteen-year-old sister was that we had been arguing over hair gel and insulting each other in the worst ways imaginable. Should I believe the photos on the walls in that house? How much had she changed? Did she look old? Were we close or distant? Would she believe me? Could she help me? Would she tell Mum and Dad? Cause I sooooo didn’t want her to.


As she walked into the kitchen, I freaked out. She wasn’t the Simone I knew but I could tell it was her. She was taller but still shorter than me, the corkscrew curls in her hair were now straight and she had gone kind of chubby.


Wait. How had this happened? I thought. How had I gone skinny and she gone podgy? Simone still had the same almond-shaped soft brown eyes with fine eyelashes, straight nose, and full lips. Her smile was still large and beautiful and . . . she wasn’t wearing braces.


What? She’s had her braces off? NO WAY! I touched my teeth and realized that I had also.


And then it hit me like a ton of bricks.


This really is the future.


When I realized the gap in memory was so huge and I had missed seventeen years of loving my sister, I burst into tears. She came straight to me and gave me one of her infamous hugs. Her backbreaking, oxygen-squeezing, I-really-love-you hugs, and as she held me tight, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that it was Simone. My beautiful, loving, kind but tough as6 sister. I sobbed into her embrace.


‘It’s okay, chica,’ she said gently, taking a step back and wiping my soaked face. ‘What’s happened, babe?’ Tears welled in her eyes.


‘I don’t know, Sim, I don’t know.’ I couldn’t breathe. ‘My brain’s gone anal and it’s, like, crapping itself!’ I grabbed my head. ‘And I’ve got blue tights.’ I pointed at my knees. ‘Oh my God. Look at you!’ I laughed and pointed at her. ‘I feel sick.’


I wiped away my tears, took a deep breath, and went over everything since I had woken up in the future, trying to leave nothing out. My sister listened intently. She became more serious as I told her about waking up in that house and not remembering how I got there, but she didn’t say a word.


When I finished, she looked at Katie then turned to me. ‘You remember me, right?’


‘No, not really. Not like you are now.’


‘It’s okay, babe. It will be okay. I think we should call your doctor. Do you know the number?’


I shook my head.


‘What about your mobile?’ she asked.


‘My what? Why the smeg would I have a baby toy?’


Simone looked at Katie. ‘Your mobile phone? It should have all of your numbers in it.’


I had no idea what they were talking about. Maybe it was that strange-looking cordless phone at the house.


‘It’s at the house . . . I think.’


‘I’ll send Ged for it,’ Katie said.


Like a sergeant major pulling troops together, Simone’s voice changed to the familiar tone of someone taking charge. ‘Okay, and we’ll call the doctor and get you in, see if he can figure out what’s happening.’


‘What about taking her to the hospital?’ Katie suggested.


‘NO!’ I bellowed. ‘Don’t take me to the hospital. I won’t go, and you can’t frickin’ make me!’ Images of doctors telling me it was a brain tumour or some deadly brain disease suddenly had me wanting to fight anyone who might force me to step inside an A&E. Besides, later, under the cover of darkness, I was going back to 1992 so it didn’t matter.


‘I’ll go to the doctor’s. It’s not that serious.’


While Ged went to fetch my ‘mobile phone’, Simone and Katie started discussing what could possibly be wrong with me. The conversation between them was interjected with questions to me about whether I had possibly wrapped up7 and banged my head without knowing it. Trying to remember anything was still causing me major pain so they stopped asking me questions. Instead, sensing I couldn’t take too much in, they gave me the basics, explaining about Leo while I just listened, a little fascinated about a life I had no clue about. This helped to stop the searing pain and I began to separate my mind from the person they were telling me about. They were talking about someone else, someone I didn’t know. They were talking about Adult Naomi.


I didn’t ask that many questions. I was too afraid to know why certain faces were missing from the wall of photographs, namely my mother and my stepfather. I waited for Simone to mention them and she didn’t, so I decided I didn’t need to know, because maybe they had left us like I always thought they would. Anyway, it was Adult Naomi’s business, not mine, but . . .


Having a child at twenty-one years of age? What was that about? I couldn’t believe it. I wondered whether she was totally off her head. That’s too young to be having a kid. I mean, I had babysat for kids since I was twelve, but no way was I gonna have any.


Unless I was getting paid to babysit, I sooooo didn’t do children! To be told Adult Naomi did, and quite early on in her life, was totally incomprehensible. I was also majorly disappointed to learn that the house I had woken up in was in fact her two-bedroom council house that she shared with her son. I did not want to know how she’d ended up living there. In fact, there wasn’t much I did want to know about her life because it wasn’t mine.


Gerald returned with the mobile phone. He handed it to Simone and I watched as she used the tip of her fingers to touch the screen and search through a long list of numbers. There were no buttons and you just had to touch it to make it work. It was like something out of a film. I sat there thinking, Wow, this really is the future, expecting Doctor McCoy to walk through the door, hands on hips, saying, ‘It’s a phone, Jim, but not as we know it.’


‘Right, found it.’ Simone tapped the screen a few more times and placed the small phone to her ear. I stared at her, curious to see how she would conduct the conversation; more so how the person on the other end would hear her, given the mouthpiece was nowhere near her mouth.


She didn’t talk into it like the Star Trek device I thought it was. Instead, she kept the phone in the same position throughout the conversation.


‘Yes, okay, okay, yes, no, she doesn’t want to go to the hospital.’ She looked at me; my stomach churned again, then rumbled. I was hungry. ‘Okay, yes, one moment.’ She took the phone away from her ear. ‘Babe, your doctor is on annual leave; he won’t be in for another two weeks. You can see another doctor, but not until Monday.’ I looked at Katie. I knew she was trying to send telepathic messages for me to go to the hospital. It wasn’t an option. I shrugged my shoulders and nodded that it was okay. Any doctor would do, I didn’t care. I was sure I would be back in 1992 before Monday anyway.


‘Doctor Davies, five o’clock, then, yes, I’ll bring her myself, okay, thank you.’


Simone placed the phone next to her and held my hand again. She didn’t hang up. I continued to stare at the strange piece of technology, believing the receptionist was still on the other end listening. ‘Are you okay with this, Nay?’


I nodded and whispered, ‘Yeah, sure.’


Simone gave me a strange look. ‘Why are you whispering?’ she whispered.


I leaned in closer and looked at the device. ‘She can still hear you.’


‘Oh.’ She laughed. ‘It hangs up when you finish the call. It’s automatic.’


‘Wic-ked,’ I said, still whispering. A world with this kind of technology reached beyond the realms of my imagination. The last time I had seen a mobile phone, it had been plastic, grey, and the size of a house brick with a black aerial sticking out of the top. Frankly, I thought men in wide-shouldered suits looked like right tossers walking down the street shouting into them.


‘Are you okay, waiting four days to see a doctor, Nay?’ Simone took the focus off the alien technology and back onto my brain.


‘It’s okay.’ I smiled reassuringly and squeezed her hand. ‘I’m okay. I’ll be fine. It’s most probably nothing, just a bad headache or something.’


My stomach rumbled again, alerting me to the fact that I hadn’t eaten yet. Does Adult Naomi not eat and is that why this body is so skinny? I wondered.


Still, the only thing I could think of was pickled onions and cottage cheese.


Does the future still have them?
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Déjà Vu


It’s like I know


I have never met you before


but I feel like I have.


I think that’s a soul memory;


you’re remembering the life you’ve already seen,


the places you’ve already been.


L. E.


It was like déjà vu, but I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t make it go away. I had this niggling feeling that I had seen everything – the people, the places and the things – before. But no matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t remember. And now I had to meet the child I knew belonged to Adult Naomi yet I couldn’t remember giving birth to. Simone had taken the rest of the day off work and, not wanting to leave my side, decided to take me to the school herself. I wasn’t ready to go back to the house of horrors I had woken up in, so Katie had invited us back to hers for dinner.


‘What shall I say to him?’ I asked Simone as we climbed into a small bubble-shaped silver car with a strange-looking number plate. I was well nervous.


‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘I mean, you could be okay and go back to normal tomorrow and then we would scare him for no reason. But . . .’ She paused.


As grown-up as my sister had become, she still had that same purse-lipped, narrow-eyed look when she was about to say something sensitive. ‘But . . . well, this could last longer than a day.’


‘It won’t.’


‘How do you know?’


‘I just do.’


‘But, Nay—’ she protested


‘No, Sim, I’m safe,8 honest. I bet by the time I get to the doctor’s I’ll be back to normal and I’ll remember everything.’


I secretly hoped this wasn’t the case, as I didn’t really want to remember anything about the past seventeen years. I had only been in it a few hours but I was beginning to suspect that the future wasn’t turning out how I had imagined.


‘I don’t think we should tell him then,’ Simone said quietly.


I agreed, and reckoned that with Simone and Katie’s help, I could pretend everything was okay for the night at least. Until this awful feeling of déjà vu went and I would no longer be in a city I didn’t like the look of, living a life I just didn’t get.


We arrived at the school and waited in the playground. A couple of the mothers smiled at me, but none said hello or came up to me, which Simone said was because it was a new school and Leo usually went to something called After-School Club most days. I was kinda relieved but still really didn’t want to be there.


What if Leo did suspect something? What would I do if I couldn’t hide that I was fifteen from him?


A bell rang and shortly after, the doors burst open and a sea of children in royal-blue jumpers ran out, noisy and excited at the end of the day. My anxiety rose sharply and I wanted to chip9. Simone gripped on to my hand and squeezed it.


‘Nay, you are going to be all right, okay?’ she said. ‘I trust you and Leo trusts you, and as scared as you are right now, wait until you see him. That fear will go, I promise.’


Leo was one of the last to exit the double doors, and he came out with his teacher, hands in his pockets, bag on his back. He was much taller than I expected, with the same complexion as me and a small afro of dark brown curls. I was speechless – there was this smaller version of me, but a boy. His eyes scanned the playground and, as soon as he spotted us, he gave us the most humongoid smile.


At that moment, something weird happened to me in the centre of my chest. I went all, like, slush puppies!10 I breathed out. He was mine. There was no way I could say he wasn’t my child. He walked like me and he definitely had that chipmunk-cheeked, dimpled, toothy grin that we were all cursed with. It was like looking at myself in one of those fun-house mirrors and seeing a three-foot version of me.


‘Close your mouth, babe.’ Simone reached over and pushed my jaw up. ‘You’ll catch a butterfly.’


I smiled. ‘Wow! I kid you not, Simone, he totally looks like me.’


‘Oh yes,’ she said, nodding, ‘he’s a mini you all right.’


‘Wow, she had a boy,’ I whispered.


He walked up to us, still smiling. I stood grinning at him.


‘Hiya, mate.’ Simone gave him a high five. ‘Public displays of affection are a no-no to ten-year-olds,’ she whispered to me out of the corner of her mouth. He high-fived her back, then looked at me expectantly. I had no clue what to do, so I followed Simone’s lead and high-fived him too. He looked at me strangely, laughed, and placed his school bag into my hand instead. It was then that I figured mothers high-fiving their sons wasn’t cool, but thought, What’s with the high-fiving anyway?


‘How was school?’ Simone started to walk towards the school gates. Leo followed. I stood still, watching him as he tried to keep in step, telling her of the day’s events. All of a sudden the mega-ness of what it would mean if I couldn’t leave the future dawned on me. I had responsibility for a whole other person who, at that moment, had no clue that I didn’t know him. As I watched him and my sister walk away, I started to feel something other than a desire to leave this future and be done with the whole nightmare. I started to feel that same chillness, like when I read the Irish blessing. Kind of, like, a hope that if I didn’t fall asleep that night and wake up in 1992, that if I had to spend longer than I thought in 2008, as long as I knew him, as long as I hung around this cute, happy kid, then I would be all right. It was so weird to feel so stuck in between two places. I felt like I was being pushed away from the future and pulled towards it at the same time.


As if reading my thoughts, Leo turned around and shouted to me, ‘Come on, Mum!’


Mum. Whoa! The word bounced against my head like a tennis ball in the drum of a dryer. ‘Mum.’ It tumbled out of my mouth. ‘This is completely, totally, mega mental,’ I said out loud and quickly made my way over to them, taking a hop, skip and a jump. He laughed at this and shook his head. I stopped and walked properly instead. By the time we had reached the car, he was happily chatting away about his day while I watched, fascinated by the way he spoke and the expressions on his face. I could have listened to him all day and night.


‘What’s for dinner, Mum?’


My smiled dropped and I looked at him in shock. Dinner? Crap! Could I cook?


Simone sensed my horror at the thought of having to feed this little person.


‘It’s okay, Leo, we’re going to Katie’s for dinner tonight,’ she said as we climbed into the car.


‘Yes!’ Leo pumped his fist in jubilation.


‘How was the rest of your day, mate?’ Simone asked him.


‘Yeah, good. Look, I swapped some new cards.’ He pulled out a large pack of colourful cards.


I turned to him and said, ‘Cool,’ even though I had no clue what they were.


‘What are they called again?’ Simone asked him, probably for my benefit.


‘My Yu-Gi-Oh! cards. Ben swapped four with me today and I got this one, look.’ He pulled out a card and held it up to my face. It had a picture of a white dragon on it and the words ‘Blue-Eyes White Dragon’. I tried to look really impressed.


‘Nice one,’ I said.


He giggled and sat back in the car. ‘I can win the next battle now.’


‘Wow, that’s great that, mate,’ Simone said to him. ‘Do you have any homework?’


Oh crap, yeah. Mums ask about homework, don’t they? I was finding hiding being fifteen from him harder than I thought.


He shook his head. ‘Just gotta read my reading book later.’


‘Okay, I’ll listen to you read it before you go to bed,’ Simone said. He seemed happy with this and carried on talking about his cards.


As I listened to him chat about school and his new friends, I realized that there were a lot of things I couldn’t say because I didn’t know or understand what he was talking about. This kinda made everything feel bogus again so I watched the streets go by instead. I started to feel excluded from a life I had no memory of. I zoned out of the conversation and closed my eyes.


The future.


We spent the rest of the evening at Katie’s. She cooked dinner while Leo played with Dylan, Adam and Chloe. I didn’t recognize them but they were more interested in Leo than me so pretending that I was an adult in front of them was easier. Alex, the oldest, was thirteen but he didn’t want to be around any of us so stayed in his room until his dinner was ready. Every now and then we could hear him shouting from his room to someone. I thought he was having a party until Katie explained to me that he was talking to his friends through his computer.


I just stared at her for, like, ten minutes, trying to wrap my head around what she had said. I couldn’t.


In the end, sat on the sofa, I started to feel chilled while Simone and Katie chatted and the children talked to each other. I thought their northern accents made them sound cute and cheeky, especially when they all started arguing about someone called Hannah Montana. Chloe loved her, but Dylan and Adam were teasing her about this Hannah, while Leo stuck up for Chloe.


Because I hadn’t eaten all day I ate early with the children and watched on in amusement and awe as Leo’s personality shone amongst his friends. I had to give Adult Naomi the most props11. He was an all-right kid, confident, bright, with a great sense of humour, which sometimes got a little silly when trying to impress the other children, who, I might add, found him hilarious. So did I. Simone gave us both a few stern words and serious looks, but he had the utmost respect for her and I shut up immediately remembering I was supposed to be the adult. Making loud slurping noises while sucking on spaghetti until the sauce flew everywhere was not funny when you’re thirty-two.


The children finished their dinner and went to play outside while I still had a half-full plate.


‘I can’t eat much. I don’t have an appetite,’ I said to Katie. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘It’s okay, hun. You haven’t had much of an appetite the last three months. You’ve lost a lot of weight.’


‘Have I? Why?’


‘You have just got over a bad case of tonsillitis – you couldn’t swallow – and before that you had a stomach virus,’ she said.


‘Smegging hell!’ No wonder I was skinny.


Simone and Katie seemed to be waiting for me to ask them about Adult Naomi’s life and I managed to ignore the pain enough to ask a few questions. I wanted to know the basics at least before I went back to 1992, but not too much detail in case my head started to hurt again.


They told me that after moving around for a few years as a teenager, Adult Naomi had come looking for work and eventually settled in Manchester aged nineteen, and that she had been living in the city for thirteen years. So had Simone, who lived on the south side of Manchester. She said it was closer to her work.


‘I work for a charity that provides educational and employment support for young people leaving foster care,’ Simone told me. ‘If they have children of their own, I work with social services and if they have mental health issues, I work with mental health workers, you know, give them extra support, help them find a job or get into education.’


‘Cool,’ I said.


‘And I am a stay-at-home mum,’ Katie added proudly ‘We met when we both used to live on the same street and our kids started to play together, do you remember? About five years ago now.’


I didn’t remember. Simone continued to explain that where she lived was more culturally diverse and provided better access to the city. Adult Naomi, on the other hand, preferred the quieter, leafier Jewish suburbs in the north of the city. Okay. So that made sense to me: we had grown up in a small town, surrounded by lots of fields, woods and countryside. Even living in a city, they explained, Adult Naomi had gravitated to the greener parts. Having a partially deaf child meant she needed better services and schools for support.


‘What? Hold up, wait a minute. Did you just say Leo is deaf?’ I interrupted the conversation, stood up, and walked over to the patio doors to watch him. How had I missed this? He didn’t use sign language. ‘What d’ya mean, he’s deaf?’ I turned back to Simone. ‘He doesn’t talk like he’s deaf.’ Jeez, I felt awful; I hadn’t even noticed.


She explained that Leo had been diagnosed with something called high frequency hearing loss when he was four and that without his hearing aids he could only hear vowel sounds and would have to read your lips to understand what you were saying. But with his hearing aids on and lip-reading he had a better chance of hearing you.


Although devastated at first, Adult Naomi had vowed to do her utmost to raise a healthy, well-rounded, confident child, and he now loved skateboarding, telling jokes and riding horses. She wouldn’t allow him to use his inability to hear like everyone else as an excuse not to succeed in life.


‘You’re raising a bit of an extreme sports kid,’ Simone laughed.


‘Got no fear, that one,’ Katie added. ‘He’s the bravest child I know.’


I stared out through the patio windows at Leo doing back and front flips on a large trampoline and laughing every time he landed. I felt a small hint of curiosity for Adult Naomi’s life beginning to develop inside me. I wanted to know a bit more about Leo. I couldn’t even remember giving birth to him. Simone explained that it had been a water birth. The relationship with his father? Katie just took a deep breath and blew out a gust of air. Her expression said, You don’t wanna go there, but I learned that he was still a part of Leo’s life. So I didn’t ask any more about him because it made my head hurt too much. Besides, he wasn’t fit Robert Harris so I didn’t want to know. And just like my mum and my stepfather, if Leo’s father wasn’t around all the time, then I was beginning to guess that something was most probably wrong. I felt sick to my stomach.


I was still so not happy with what they were telling me. Adult Naomi had not been eating or sleeping properly for three months. Apparently, before the stomach virus and tonsillitis she had broken up with some French dude called Henri, which, according to Katie, had devastated her. She’d thought he was the love of her life. I nearly fell off my chair when she told me Adult Naomi had only spent two weekends with him in Paris. I mean, hellooo?! Just as bogus was the fact that Adult Naomi was unemployed, doing a degree she was struggling to finish, and living in a two-bedroom council house, driving a beaten-up Fiat Brava. What the smeg was going on? I couldn’t help but think that this was sooooo not the way things were supposed to go. What had gone wrong?


‘You keep a diary!’ Katie exclaimed. ‘You have done for as long as I have known you, actually.’


‘I don’t think you have ever stopped writing in it. Do you remember?’ Simone asked.


I didn’t. As far as I was concerned, at that point in time I had only been keeping a diary for five years. I needed somewhere to hide all my secrets and talk about all the stuff going on at school. Who I thought was fit and who was rank. What happened at Sara’s party when we played Spin the Bottle. What the Mega Smegs were wearing on ‘wear your own clothes day’ at school and how they thought they were acting all stush.12


Apparently, Adult Naomi had continued writing them and had over twenty years’ worth of diaries. I reckoned it was majorly sad that she still kept a diary. Hearing Katie and Simone tell me about Adult Naomi’s life was easy – I didn’t know her and it had nothing to do with me. I so didn’t want to read her diary. I definitely didn’t want to feel anything for this person whose future was completely alien to me. Besides, I was afraid of what I would find out.


Sack this, I thought. Leo is cool and everything but he’ll be fine with Simone and Katie until Adult Naomi comes back. I’m definitely going back to 1992 tonight.


Katie sensed my unease. ‘Well, you don’t have to read them just yet; it might be a bit much for you.’


‘Yeah,’ I agreed. ‘Too much, too soon.’


I realized I was too tired to take any more in and Simone said she would take me and Leo home. I didn’t want to go at first. I kinda felt safe at Katie’s, but had no choice. I had to get to sleep that night and get back to 1992.


Katie offered dinner again for the next day and Simone said she would leave work early to collect Leo from school. I was cool. By tomorrow Adult Naomi would be back in her body, her mind, her life, so I didn’t have anything to worry about.


I got up from the table.


Don’t think about it, Nay. Just go back to the house, find some pyjamas, climb into bed and sleep, I thought.


My body agreed. Yes, I was leaving the future. If I could find the doors in my dream again and walk through them, then I would get back to 1992 where none of this had happened and change things so that the future wouldn’t turn out so bloody bogus.


After hugs and reassurances from Katie – I kinda liked her and felt a bit sad knowing I wouldn’t see her again – we said our goodbyes to her family and Simone drove us back to the house.


‘I’m tired, Mum,’ Leo said as we climbed into the car. ‘Do I have to read my reading book?’


‘No, mate, it’s okay. Just have a bath and go straight to bed,’ Simone answered him.


‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘you can read it tomorrow.’


He gave a sleepy smile and lay down in the back seat of the car. I remembered all of the times I had been left alone to look after the neighbours’ kids and babies when my mum and her mates wanted to go to the pub. I deffo could look after him for just one night. He was a cool kid. He would be all right with me.


Ten minutes later, we pulled up outside the house. It was getting dark but I could see that it sat at the end of a narrow tree-lined lane with a large park nearby and a primary school down the road which wasn’t Leo’s school. Simone had told me rather matter-of-factly that the very bricks and mortar I had woken up in had provided Adult Naomi with a sanctuary at a time of her life when she had needed it the most.


And . . . ? I was so not impressed.


It had as much appeal as living in a caravan stuck at the edge of a cliff at the back end of nowhere during a wet and cold winter. I was embarrassed that she called it home. The broken gate, the unkempt gardens, the small windows and the old wooden door stared back at me mockingly. Yes, it said. This is her house and she doesn’t even own it and it’s a big fat symbol of her complete failure at life. I hung my head in shame, as my dreams of becoming very successful and living in a big house with at least six bedrooms, a pool and horses faded away. To see that seventeen years later I had not achieved what I was so convinced would rightfully be mine was rank bogusness. I was disappointed in Adult Naomi but I managed to push the ill-disguised disgust to the back of my mind. I was too young to entertain failure, and besides, this was not my life. I wasn’t responsible.


We climbed out of the weird-shaped car and a cat came from behind the bushes and sat at the gate, licking her black paws.


‘Hey, Sophia.’ Leo bent down to stroke her; she purred furiously and rubbed her head against his hand.


‘Is that ours?’ I whispered to my sister so that Leo couldn’t hear me. She nodded.


Leo walked through the gate and the cat followed him.


‘I’ve got a cat?’ I was mortified.


‘Told you you’d end up an old lady with cats.’ Simone laughed.


So not funny.


‘I’m only joking, sis.’ She slapped me on the back. ‘Come on.’


Stepping around the yellow-eyed, meowing ball of black fur, I followed my sister and Leo into the house. This I couldn’t deal with. Why the hell did she feel the need for a cat? I was so allergic to them and the only pets we had been allowed were two goldfish called Albie and Arthur that died after, like, a month ’cause we overfed them. I decided that somebody must have kidnapped the real her and replaced her with some Michaela Strachan clone from The Really Wild Show, all in love with animals and stuff.


Jeez.


Holding the door, I turned and looked at the cat. It meowed at me. I gave it the finger and slammed the door in its face, hoping it would disappear.


I was happy for Simone to put Leo to bed for the night. When he finished in his bath he came to the top of the stairs and shouted, ‘Night, Mum.’


I went to the bottom of the stairs and shouted, ‘Goodnight,’ back to him.


He looked so cute with his shiny face and boy’s blue pyjamas that I went all slush puppies again. The whole thing was getting a bit confusing for me but I said, ‘See you in the morning, mate,’ to him, hoping to sound a bit like Simone and a bit more like a mum. He smiled and went to his bedroom. I was curious to see the inside of the room I had stayed away from when I first woke up in the future, but I was afraid that if I liked it, I would like him even more and want to stay in the future. I couldn’t; I had to leave. Adult Naomi had to come back.


I went into the kitchen instead. The kettle and toaster were a chrome silver that reminded me of something from Blossom. I looked again at the postcards and photographs lining the walls. Leo had been such a cute chubby baby. He and I seemed happy in them all, with big smiles, a radiance in our faces. It almost looked as if, at times, life was good. But I couldn’t believe it. How dare Adult Naomi smile so happily given the way her life had turned out? And if she was so happy, why had she left?


It made no sense.


I pulled a postcard off the wall. It had the words ‘Greetings from Rhodes’ on the front and a picture of blue waves kissing a white beach. I turned the card over; it was blank on the other side. I stuck it back on the wall and tore down another.


Atlanta! Wicked! I had made it.


The card read, ‘Everything’s peachy in Atlanta’ on the front, and the words were framed with pictures of peaches. Again this card was blank on the other side. Disappointed, I placed it back on the wall; I didn’t bother to look at the ones from Portugal or New York. Had she actually visited these countries?


I walked back into the small wooden-floored living room, looked at the dark pink walls, and shuddered. What had possessed her to paint them that rank colour? There was a humongous TV in the corner and I marvelled at its massive rectangular-shaped shiny flat screenage. It looked like that huge TV on Back to the Future II. It was worlds away from the small cube-shaped television that I was used to. But how the smeg did you switch it on? There were no buttons. Had buttons been banned?


Simone found me staring at a tall wooden bookcase containing stuff that looked nothing like books.


‘Leo okay?’ I asked her.


‘Yes, he’s fine. He was tired,’ she told me. ‘It’s been a long day. I told him you weren’t feeling very well and that I was going to be around for a few days to take care of you both.’


‘Cool.’ I turned back to the bookcase. ‘Err, what are these? There are loads of them.’ I pulled a slim plastic case from the shelf. It had a picture of a red high-heeled shoe on the front.


‘It’s a DVD.’ My sister joined me by the unit.


‘What the frignacious is a DVD?’ I flipped it over and saw film images on the back.


‘It’s a film on disc. Look.’ She grabbed hold of a case from a shelf and opened it to reveal a round, thin, shiny silver object. I took it out of her hands and looked at my reflection in it.


‘Is it a mirror as well?’


She burst out laughing and took another off the shelf. ‘No, look, you play it on a DVD player.’ She pointed to a slim silver machine underneath the television stand.


‘Shut the front door! What happened to video?’


‘Videos went out with Record Breakers, Nay.’


‘There’s no more Record Breakers? But Roy’s still alive, right?’


Simone shook her head.


I couldn’t believe that Roy was gone. I thought he would last forever. I asked her about TV. Apparently Simon and Trevor didn’t swing their pants anymore, Phillip Schofield’s hair had gone silver and he had swapped Gordon the Gopher for grown-up telly, and Andi Peters had retired Edd the Duck, and, well . . . was still Andi Peters. And Ant and Dec had left Byker Grove and were searching for Britain’s most talented celebrities in a jungle or sumthin’.
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