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It might have been different if both things hadn’t happened on the same day.

But, there’s no way of finding out. No rewind or delete buttons in real life.

Where does the story start? Pick a point, any point.

I’ll pick me and Mary-Jane sitting in a bath. We’re toddlers. Splashing and shrieking. Mary-Jane’s chubby fingers reaching out to clasp my arm. Beside the bath our mothers. Best friends. Mine has a Martini in one hand. Her miniskirt has ridden up. There’s a flash of her knickers showing.

Jump forward five years. We’re standing on the doorstep of Mary-Jane’s cottage. We’re both draped in net curtains and wearing tutus. When we grow up we’re going to be brides. Mary-Jane has borrowed her mother’s lipstick and has left a scarlet kiss on my cheek.

Fast-forward to 1976. The year of the longest, hottest summer since records began. I’m wearing my ripped Levi’s and my white cheesecloth shirt. I’ve decided it’s time to fall in love. Mary-Jane isn’t with me. It’s the year the two things happened. One to Mary-Jane. One to me. Before long everyone started seeing coincidences. Everyone, that is, except me.


THEN

1976


Chapter 1

I didn’t like lying, but I had to.

Dad gave me no choice. He’d have killed me if he knew where I was going. He was terrified I’d turn out like Mum and lose my reputation. And his, all over again.

That meant pubs were out of bounds. So was using the phone and generally doing anything I wanted to.

I waited for my chance to sneak out.

Dad was watching the news or rather ranting at the TV.

On the screen, people were marching and banging drums. It was another anti-nuclear protest. We were all about to die in some horrific holocaust courtesy of the cold war and the arms race.

‘Bloody hippies. Need a good bath,’ said Dad.

Dad thought any bloke with long hair was a good-for-nothing. His idea of casual was to wear tweed. I wish I’d been born ten years earlier so I could’ve been a hippy. But I didn’t say so as Dad would’ve accused me of picking a fight.

He poured himself another tumbler of Johnny Walker. I could smell his breath from across the room. The IRA could’ve used him as an incendiary device. He’d have exploded if I’d lit a match.

‘Night, Dad.’ I shoved my books in my school bag so he’d think I was taking them upstairs to bed.

‘Revision,’ Dad slurred. ‘Revision maketh man.’

‘Of course, Dad. Only I’m a woman.’

I waited for ten minutes at the end of Mary-Jane’s lane but she didn’t come.

Coward, I thought, as I pumped my bike pedals up the hill to find her.

Mary-Jane lived in one of those whitewashed cottages with dark Tudor beams and roses climbing all over it. ‘A chocolate box house’ Mum had always called it. Peeking through the leaded window I could see Mary-Jane sitting at the kitchen table with her parents playing Mousetrap. They looked so perfect they were a cliché.

What was it Tolstoy said about happy families? They were all the same. Only the unhappy ones got to be different. Great consolation prize. Frankly, I’d have taken normal any day.

Mary-Jane opened the door. She had waist-length blonde hair, a nose she thought was too small and was skinny like a sapling. She’d wanted to be a ballet dancer but she’d already grown too tall.

‘Becs,’ she said, flinging her arms around me. Her hair smelt of Silvikrin.

‘You’re not ready.’

‘What?’ she said and then, ‘Oh God, Becs, I’m so sorry. I forgot. We’re just about to have supper. But there’s loads. Stay. It’s shepherd’s pie.’

‘Darling, do come and join us,’ Mary-Jane’s mum shouted from the table. She was a perfect replica of her daughter only taller and blonder.

‘I can’t,’ I mumbled.

Mary-Jane followed me back out as I picked my way across the dry grass to my bike.

‘I’ll try to come,’ she said but I knew she didn’t mean it.

‘You always do this,’ I said as I cycled off. ‘If you’re not careful you’ll end up on the shelf.’

I propped my bike against the wall of the pub. I’d painted lime green and shocking pink swirls all over it. Dad said it looked common, which made me like it all the more.

Bits of gravel bit into the soles of my feet as I picked my way across the car park. I never wore shoes unless I had to. They were bourgeois, like Dad.

The stench of stale bitter hit me as soon as I opened the door. The George was heaving. From the juke box in the corner, Barry White was crooning You’re the first, my last, my everything.

I scanned the room. None of the others had arrived yet. Mary-Jane should have been there. Now I was left standing all alone in the middle of the packed pub like a giant pimple. Usually in this sort of situation, I’d have gone and hidden in the loos, but for some reason, maybe because I was cross with Mary-Jane, I decided to get a drink.

The barmaid ignored me. She was too busy flicking her Farrah Fawcett hair at some bloke at the other end of the bar. I watched them in the mirror. I’d never seen him before. He was well over six feet with thick dark hair that stuck out in all directions as if someone had just ruffled it. His denim jacket was battered in all the right places and it looked like he was wearing a Grateful Dead T-shirt.

Sal would freak when she saw him. Sal was the one who’d got me into pubs. She was hard and cool with a real leather biker’s jacket and lots of older brothers. I couldn’t believe it last term when she’d said we were best friends. I didn’t dare tell her I already had one; Mary-Jane had been mine since nursery.

Someone put ‘Imagine’ on the juke box, which always made me cry on account of how much better things could be. For instance, I could not have red hair and be stringy and awkward and put boys off by talking about books. And Dad could stop drinking and get over Mum and stop being so pompous and mean. Reality was really overrated.

The barmaid was still drooling over the bloke, leaning forward across the counter so her T-shirt flopped low. I leant forward too so I could hear what he was saying.

‘Buzz off,’ she hissed at me, which made me blush the deep red that rotting strawberries go. I pretended to look for something in my pocket.

‘I’ll take a pint of your Carlsberg,’ I heard the guy order. His voice was deep and slightly nasal, his accent the kind Dad would definitely not approve of. And then he said, ‘And one of whatever the young lady would like.’

I looked around. There were only men at the bar. A knot were jostling to get served and in front of them a row of regulars perched on their stools staring solemnly into their pints as if they were oracles.

‘Well?’ the barmaid said, giving me a fake smile. ‘What would the young lady like?’ She stressed the word young in a way that wasn’t nice.

By this point I was flustered. Normally I was invisible to boys.

‘Vodka and lime,’ I mustered, which was dumb as according to Sal’s oldest brother, Wayne, who was a copper, you should never order spirits until you’d sussed out whether the landlord minds that you’re underage.

But the barmaid just flicked her hair at the guy and pulled a glass off the shelf. I watched her measure out the Vladivar and then daub it with thick green syrup. I was trying to avoid looking at the bloke in case I blushed again but then suddenly he was beside me.

‘Bracken,’ he said. He was much taller than me and older. Old enough to have been a real hippy. I tipped my head back to meet his gaze. His eyes were brown. Not normal brown, but deep dark brown the colour of rain-soaked wood.

‘Bracken,’ he said again, ‘as in fern.’

The skin around his eyes crinkled into a smile and it took me a moment to realize I was meant to tell him my name.

‘Rebecca,’ I said, trying to sound grown-up. Becs was what everyone actually called me but it didn’t feel nearly sophisticated enough. I wished I’d been christened with the name of a romantic heroine, like Zelda or Zuleika.

Bracken took my arm and led me away from the bar. ‘She was a fake, wasn’t she?’ he said, glancing back at the barmaid. ‘Thought she might throw you out. How old are you anyway?’

I hesitated, not wanting to put him off.

‘Fifteen.’ I didn’t have the guts to lie.

‘You’ve got an old soul, though. I can tell.’ He smiled again.

And then suddenly we were chatting. Like we were old friends, chatting so easily I’d forgotten to be shy or mute like I normally was if someone I liked tried to talk to me. Bracken told me about the garage he’d just opened and how he still lived with his mum on account of not wanting her to be lonely.

‘What’s your biggest sadness?’ I asked, sounding much more confident than I was. I’d read once that you can tell whether someone’s right for you by their sadnesses.

‘That’s heavy.’ His face grew kind of serious and for the first time our conversation just dried up.

I downed my vodka. I always said the wrong thing. Maybe I should invent an urgent reason to leave, like a chip pan on the stove. But before I could do anything he took my empty glass and went back to the bar and ordered me another, pulling a crisp ten pound note from a smooth leather wallet to pay for it. None of the boys our age had tenners, let alone wallets.

He handed me what looked like a double. ‘I guess it was Dad,’ he said. ‘My sadness. Yes, it was Dad leaving. I was four.’

Snap, I thought. Only I was nine when Mum left.

A strobe light suddenly flickered into action and a DJ introduced himself over a crackly mic. People started to dance on the raised area to the right of the bar. I felt the vodka threading its way through my veins. Ice cold then warm.

The DJ put on ‘You Sexy Thing’ and I let out an involuntary squeal. Mary-Jane and I loved this song. Especially the chorus, I believe in miracles. I mouthed quietly letting my hips gently sway.

The vodka must’ve made me tipsy because before I knew it I’d started to dance as well, started to twirl and spin around the floor. I didn’t decide to, it just happened. My arms stretched out and my white cheesecloth shirt swirled out behind. Normally I’d only ever have danced like this with Mary-Jane.

I closed my eyes, hoping it looked like I was concentrating on the music but really I was hoping I could magically make myself sexy and grown-up enough for this man. When I opened my eyes again Bracken was there looking at me and smiling, which made me happy and shy at the same time.
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