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Prologue

Melody Browne opened her eyes and saw the moon, a perfect white circle, like a bullet-hole shot through the sky. It was fully lit and beamed down upon her, as if she were the star of the show.

She closed her eyes again and smiled. Around her she could hear the rapturous applause of creaking timber, blistering paint, popping windows, a fire engine’s alarm wailing dramatically somewhere in the distance.

‘Melody! Melody!’ It was her. That woman. Her mother.

‘She opened her eyes! Did you see? Just for a second!’ Another voice. The man with the bald head. Her father.

Melody breathed in. Her throat and her nose felt like they had been doused in acid, the smoky air burned like fire as it passed down into her lungs. It stuck for a while, halfway to her gullet, like a lit match. She held it there and waited a heartbeat for her body to expel it. But for that tiny moment, lying on the pavement in front of her house, the moon shining down on to her, her thoughts muffled and her parents at her side, she felt suspended somewhere both dark and light, painful and comfortable, a place where her life finally made some sense. She smiled again and then she coughed.

They were smiling at her, her mother and father, smiling with sooty faces and frazzled hair. Her mother put her hand to her hair and stroked it. ‘Oh thank God!’ she cried breathlessly. ‘Thank God!’

Melody blinked at her and tried to talk, but she had no voice. The fire had taken it. She turned to look at her father. There were tear tracks running through the dirt on his face. He held her hand inside his.

‘Don’t try to talk,’ he said. His voice was raw and gravelly, but full of tenderness. ‘We’re here. We’re here.’

In her peripheral vision, Melody could see the strobe of blue lights playing out in the splintered windows of the house. She allowed her mother to pull her into a sitting position and she gazed around her at an altogether unexpected vision. A house, her house, roaring and alive with flames. Crowds of people, huddled together in dressing gowns and pyjamas, watching the fire as though it was a Guy Fawkes Night offering. Two big red engines drawing up in the middle of the street, men in yellow helmets unfurling thick hosepipes and rushing towards them and the moon still hanging there, fat and bright and oblivious.

She got to her feet and felt her knees trembling precariously beneath her.

‘She was unconscious for a while,’ she heard her mother saying to somebody. ‘Out cold for about five minutes.’

Somebody took her elbow and moved her gently towards the bright light of an ambulance. She was wrapped in a blanket and fed oxygen through a strange-smelling plastic mask. Her eyes were riveted by the mayhem around her. Slowly reality seeped through the layers of smoke and chaos and something hit her like a thunderbolt.

‘My painting!’

‘It’s OK,’ said her mother. ‘It’s here. Clive saved it.’

‘Where? Where is it?’

‘There.’ She pointed at the kerb.

The painting was propped up against the pavement. Melody stared at it, at the Spanish girl with the huge blue eyes and the polka-dot dress. It moved her in some strange, unknowable way. It soothed her and reassured her like it had always done, ever since she was a small girl.

‘Can you look after it?’ she croaked. ‘Make sure it doesn’t get stolen?’

Her parents glanced at each other, clearly reassured by her preoccupation with a shoddy junk-shop painting.

‘We’ll have to take her into hospital,’ said a man. ‘Get her checked over. Just to be on the safe side.’

Her mother nodded.

‘I’ll stay here,’ said her father. ‘Keep an eye on things.’

All three of them turned then, as one, to acknowledge the shocking sight of their home disintegrating in front of their very eyes, to ash and rubble.

‘That’s my house,’ said Melody.

Her parents nodded.

‘And you’re my mum and dad.’

They nodded again and pulled her towards them into an embrace.

Melody felt safe there, inside her parents’ arms. She remembered a few moments ago, lying in her bed, a pair of strong arms pulling her, carrying her through the roasting house, towards the fresh air. And that was all she could remember. Her father saving her life. The moon staring down at her. The Spanish girl in the painting telling her that everything was going to be all right.

She lay down on the crisp white sheets of the emergency bed and watched as the doors were pulled shut. The noise, the lights, the crackle of destruction all faded away and the ambulance took her to hospital.




Chapter 1

When she was nine years and three days old, Melody Browne’s house burned down, taking every toy, every photograph, every item of clothing and old Christmas card with it. But not only did the fire destroy all her possessions, it took with it her internal memories too. Melody Browne could remember almost nothing before her ninth birthday. Melody’s early childhood was a mystery to her. She had only two memories of it, both as vague and as fleeting as a flurry of snow. The first was of standing on the back of a sofa and craning her head to see out of a tall window. The second memory was of a perfumed bed in a dimly lit room, a puff of cream marabou and a tiny baby in a crib. There was no context to these memories, just two isolated moments of time hanging pendulously and alone, side by side, in an empty, echoing room that should have housed a thousand more moments just like them.

But when she was thirty-three years old, and the past was just a dusty fragment of what her life had turned out to be, something unpredictable and extraordinary happened to her. On a warm July night, one of only a handful of warm nights that summer, Melody Browne’s life turned in on itself, stopped being what it was and became something else entirely.

Melody Browne would have been home that night, the night everything started to change, if she hadn’t decided, upon feeling a fat droplet of summer rain against her bare arm, to hop onto a number 14 bus after work one afternoon, instead of walking. She would also, most probably, have been at home that night, if she hadn’t chosen to put on a sleeveless vest top that morning, revealing her bare shoulders to the world.

‘You have the most amazing shoulders,’ said a man, slipping onto the seat next to her. ‘I’ve been staring at them since you got on.’

‘Are you taking the piss?’ was her poetic response.

‘No, seriously. I’ve got a bit of a thing about shoulders and yours – they’re incredible.’

She touched her shoulders, self-consciously, and then threw him a suspicious look. ‘Are you a fetishist?’

He laughed, full-throated, showing the three silver fillings in his back teeth. ‘Not that I know of,’ he said. ‘Unless fancying women because they’ve got nice shoulders makes me one.’

She stared at him, agog. He fancied her. Nobody fancied her. Nobody had fancied her since 1999, and even then she wasn’t sure if he had or if he’d just felt sorry for her.

‘Do I look like a pervert?’ he asked in amusement.

She appraised him, checked him out from his loafers, to his pale blue shirt, to his shampoo-fresh hair and his stone-coloured trousers. He couldn’t look more normal.

‘Who says that perverts look like perverts?’ she said.

‘Well, look, I promise you, I’m not. I’m totally normal. I’ll give you my ex-wife’s phone number if you like. She found me so incredibly normal that she left me for a bloke with a stud through his eyebrow.’

Melody laughed and the man laughed back. ‘Look,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘I’m getting off here. Here’s my card. If you fancy a night out with a fetishistic pervert, give me a ring.’

Melody took the card from his tanned fingers and stared at it for a moment.

‘I won’t hold my breath,’ he said, smiling. And then he picked up his rucksack and disappeared through the puffing hydraulic doors and out onto the busy pavement.

The woman sitting in front of Melody turned round in her seat. ‘Bloody hell,’ she said, ‘if you don’t call him, I will!’

She didn’t call him. She waited a full seven days and then she texted him, not because she particularly wanted to – the last thing Melody Browne needed in her life was a man – but because everyone, from her son to her best friend to the women at work, wanted her to.

‘Hello,’ her text read, ‘I am the woman whose shoulders you were perving over on the no. 14 bus last week. This is my number. Do with it as you will.’

Less than five minutes later he replied.

‘Thanks for the number. Not sure what to do with it. Any ideas?’

She sighed. He wanted to banter.

Melody didn’t want to banter. Melody just wanted to get on with her life.

She texted back, somewhat abruptly. ‘I don’t know – ask me out?’

He did.

And so the journey began.




Chapter 2

Now

Melody Browne lived in a flat in a Victorian block squeezed between Endell Street and Neal Street right in the middle of Covent Garden.

She lived with Edward James Browne, not her husband, but her seventeen-year-old son. Their flat was small and sunny, and had no garden, but a balcony overlooking a central courtyard. Having a flat in Covent Garden was not purely the preserve of the very rich. Camden Council owned large swathes of property in the area and Melody had been fortunate enough to have been offered one of their flats when she’d found herself a single mother at the age of fifteen. She and Ed had lived here alone, together, ever since, and the flat had taken on the look of a home that had evolved through times of change and growth. It was a home with layers and piles. They still had the same sofa that they’d been given by a charity for teenage mums when they moved in seventeen years ago, covered with a throw that she’d found in a charity shop when Ed was about ten and now decorated with smart cushions she’d bought from Monsoon in the sale two years ago when she won seventy-five pounds on the lottery.

Melody had bought pot plants when Ed was tiny. In the nineties everybody had pot plants. Most of them had died but one still remained, strong and determined and really quite ugly, sitting on a chipped saucer ringed with rust marks and ingrained dirt. If Melody were to move to a new flat the plant would go, but it was such a part of the fabric of the home she’d known for seventeen years that she didn’t see it any more.

The same was true of the piles of paperwork underneath her bed, Ed’s old trainers in the hallway, which hadn’t fit him since he was fifteen, and the ugly framed painting of a Spanish dancer on her bedroom wall that had come with her from her childhood home.

Melody’s home would not win any prizes for interiors, but it was warm and comfortable, and filled with the smell and feel of her and her son. It was a treasure box of memories; photographs, souvenirs, postcards pinned to a cork board. Melody and her son had grown up together in this flat and she wanted, consciously or not, to make sure that not one iota of that experience ended up in landfill. She wanted it all to hand, every friend’s visit, every school play, every Christmas morning, every last memory, because memory was something that Melody valued more than life itself.

Melody dressed carefully that night, the night her life both ended and began. Melody rarely dressed carefully, because she had no interest in clothes at all. Half the time she wore her son’s clothes. She didn’t go anywhere, apart from to work as a dinner lady at the school where Ed had been a pupil up until finishing his A levels last month, and she didn’t have enough money to buy anything nice, so she just didn’t bother. But today she’d been to Oxford Street, to the big branch of Primark, and spent thirty-five hard-earned pounds, because tonight she was meeting a man, her first proper date in eight years.

Melody pulled a necklace from her jewellery box, a pear-shaped pendant in jet and onyx hanging from a thick silver chain, one of the few things she had left of her mother. She looped it over her head and turned to face Ed who was watching her from the corner of her bed. He was wearing a white polo shirt, the collar turned up and a silver chain around his neck. His black hair was cropped and glossy with something out of a tube, his eyes were navy blue and his profile was Roman. He had been the best-looking boy in the sixth form: that wasn’t just her opinion, it was the opinion of half the girls at his school, and Melody knew it because she heard them whispering it when they thought no one who cared could possibly be listening.

He smiled and gave her the thumbs up. ‘You look hot,’ he said.

‘Thank you for lying,’ she said.

‘I’m not, honest. You look really good.’

‘Well, lying or not, I love you for it.’ She squashed his cheeks between her hands and kissed him loudly on the lips.

‘Urgh!’ he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hands. ‘Lip gloss!’

‘I bet you wouldn’t be complaining if it was Tiffany Baxter’s lip gloss.’

‘Course I wouldn’t,’ he said. ‘She’s seventeen years old, she’s fit and she’s not my mother.’

She turned back to the mirror and appraised what she saw. Faded chestnut hair that had grown out of a short crop into a shaggy helmet. Teeth stained slightly from twenty years of smoking. Slim but untoned physique. Primark tunic top; red, v-necked and sequined. Old Gap jeans. Primark diamanté sandals. And a slight look of terror in her hazel eyes.

‘You don’t think I should put some heels on,’ she said, standing on her tiptoes and examining herself in the full-length mirror, ‘to lengthen my legs?’

Ed crossed his arms in front of his body and shook his head. ‘Now we are entering “daughter-I-never-had” territory. I’m afraid I’m not actually gay.’

Melody smiled and stroked his cheek again.

‘Right,’ she said, picking up her handbag and putting it over her shoulder, ‘I’ll be off then. There’s pizza in the freezer. Or yesterday’s roast chicken in the fridge. Make sure you heat it through properly. And er …’

‘And er, goodbye.’

‘Yes,’ she smiled. ‘Goodbye. I’ll text you when I’m on my way back.’

Ben was waiting for her outside Leicester Square tube station, in a pale blue shirt and jeans. She breathed a sigh of relief. He’d come. And then she felt her heart sink with terror. He’d come.

She glanced at him from across the road, sizing him up before his darting eyes found her. He looked bigger than she remembered, taller and more masculine. But his face was so soft, like something freshly hatched and untouched by life. Subconsciously she lifted her fingertips to her own face and felt the roughness of her skin, the tiredness of it. She knew she looked older than her age (the same age as Kate Moss as she frequently reminded herself, cruelly and unnecessarily) and the thought repulsed her, somehow.

‘You look lovely,’ he said, touching her bare forearm as he leaned in to kiss her cheek.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘So do you.’ The unfamiliar sensation of being touched by a man, even on the chaste planes of her lower arm, left her feeling flushed and slightly breathless.

‘Shall we get a drink?’ he said. ‘The show doesn’t start for half an hour.’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘let’s.’

They went to a small pub on Cranbourn Street and she ordered a large glass of white wine for herself and a gin and tonic for Ben.

‘So,’ he said, ‘a toast. To brazen strangers, beautiful shoulders and to warm summer nights.’

She knocked her glass gently against his and wondered if that was the kind of thing a normal bloke would say. Every time she looked at him, she found fault. His nose was too smooth, his chin was too square, he was too clean, too fresh, his hair was too fluffy, his shoes were too clean.

He was taking her to see Julius Sardo, the famous mind-controller and hypnotist. Ben’s brother worked for a ticket agency and had managed to get them seats even though it was sold out. Ed had been teasing her all week – ‘look into the eyes, not around the eyes, look into the eyes’ – and she knew what he meant. There was something silly and school-yardish about the idea of hypnotising somebody, the sort of thing that someone would only learn to do in order to get better-looking people to pay them attention.

‘So, have you ever seen his show before?’

‘Not live,’ he said, ‘just on the telly. You?’

‘Same,’ she said, ‘just on the telly.’

‘Did you see that show where he got that woman to rob a security van? And she was a community police officer?’

‘No.’ Melody shook her head. ‘I must have missed that one.’ She noticed a Tubigrip bandage peeping out from beneath his shirt cuff. ‘What have you done to your arm?’ she asked.

He touched the bandage. ‘Sprained my wrist,’ he said. ‘Three hours in casualty.’

‘Ow,’ said Melody. ‘What happened?’

‘Squash happened,’ he said, miming a swing of the racket and wincing slightly. ‘Got a bit carried away.’

Melody narrowed her eyes. In the context of her entire existence, playing squash seemed such an arbitrary and random thing for a person to do. ‘That’ll teach you,’ she said, half meaning it.

‘Yes. It will.’ He smiled. ‘There must be a better way for me to release all my pent-up energy than battering a little rubber ball into submission.’

There followed a short but intense silence. Melody took a large sip of wine and tried to damp down her sense of rising panic. She’d known this was a mistake, right from the outset. She clearly had nothing in common with this clean, cotton-faced man. Her shiny new shoes twinkled at her, mocking her for her stupidity.

‘So,’ said Ben, breaking through the silence. ‘You work in a school? What do you do – teaching?’

Melody grimaced. She could either lie, or she could give him the bottom line and see what he did with it. ‘No,’ she said, bluntly. ‘I’m a kitchen assistant. Or, a dinner lady, in other words.’

‘No!’ Ben smiled. ‘Are you really?’

She nodded. ‘Yup, nylon overalls, hairnet, that’s me.’

‘Wow,’ he said, ‘that’s unbelievable! I didn’t know dinner ladies could look like you. They certainly didn’t in my day.’

‘Oh, I’m sure they did, but as far as kids are concerned, anyone over twenty is an old git, we all sort of merge together, into one mass of sadness. Anyway, how about you? You’re a … sorry,’ she said. ‘I can’t remember exactly …’

‘I’m a quantity surveyor. You don’t need to remember. It’s very dull, I can assure you.’

‘And do you enjoy it?’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry to say that I do. I don’t know what that says about me as a person. Maybe I should lie and say it bores me to death and I’d secretly like to give it all up and become a … a rock star.’ He laughed. ‘But, no, I enjoy it. It pays the rent. And half my ex-wife’s rent.’ He laughed again. ‘So,’ he said. ‘Have you always lived in London?’

Melody shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I was brought up in Kent. Near Canterbury.’

‘So what brought you to London?’

She paused for a moment, unsure whether now was the time to launch into the Story of Her Misspent Youth. He must have worked out by now that she really wasn’t his type. Melody could picture Ben’s type: she was blonde, she was cute, she was sporty and she was probably called Isabel. This was just an experiment for Ben, something to make him feel better about the fact that his wife had gone off with a bloke with piercings; a small act of rebellion to balance out the scales (‘well, I went out on a date with a dinner lady, so there’). She had nothing to lose, she reasoned, so she may as well set the whole sorry picture out on the table and she may as well lay it on thick.

‘I ran away from home,’ she said, deadpan, ‘when I was fifteen. I was lured here by drugs, alcohol and an Irish gypsy called Tiff, and then I got pregnant and Tiff buggered off and my parents didn’t want to know. Well, they would have if I’d agreed to go back home and have an abortion, but I didn’t want to and that was that. I was put on an emergency list, lived in a hostel for a while, then got given a flat when I was nine months pregnant.’

Ben stared at her for a second.

‘Are you shocked?’ she asked.

‘No,’ he shook his head, ‘not, not shocked. Just surprised. You seem so – well, conventional. And what about your parents? Do you see them any more?’

She shrugged. ‘Not for years, since I left home. I spoke to them on the phone a couple of times after Ed was born, but that was it.’

‘That’s a shame.’

‘Do you think?’ Melody glanced at him, questioningly.

‘Yeah. I mean, you’ve got a son. Such a shame for him not to know his grandparents.’

She shrugged again. ‘I never really thought about it like that. I mean, in a way, they never really felt like my parents, they always felt like kindly strangers who’d taken me in off the streets. I was more than happy to leave them behind. Truly.’

Ben stared at her. ‘Wow,’ was all he could say.

And Melody knew then that less than an hour into their date, she’d already lost him.

They had good seats in the stalls. Too good, as it happened. It was the third foam ball launched from Julius Sardo’s giant airgun that landed in her lap. It was pink and had the number 3 printed on it. The entire population of the theatre turned to gaze at her, craning their necks to get a better look. Melody sat and stared at the pink ball, feeling shocked, yet strangely unsurprised.

‘What’s your name?’ Julius called up to her.

‘Melody,’ she called back.

‘OK, Melody, down you come.’

Melody got to her feet, numbly and in something of a state of shock. She made her way down the aisle and a man wearing an earpiece pulled her onto the stage. Suddenly she was standing next to Julius, dazzled by spotlights, staring into a sea of homogenous faces.

‘OK,’ said Julius, once all six audience members were gathered together on the stage, ‘now, this trick is called the Five Stages of Man. And what I want you good people to do is play out the life story of a man called – oh, I don’t know – Fred. Now, Fred is a nice man. Fundamentally. But, he has some, shall we say, quirks. So, I’m going to let you each choose another ball and inside that ball is a piece of paper and on that piece of paper is an age and a quirk I want you to apply to your performance of Fred.’

He passed around a bowl of more tennis balls and Melody took one. She pulled out the paper and unfolded it and read the words ‘Five years old and gassy’.

Melody would never be able to explain properly to anybody quite what happened to her during the next five minutes. But from the moment Julius counted down to the number one, she felt small. Small and gassy. She careered around the stage, farting and wiping her nose on the back of her arm and pretending to chase pigeons. Every time she made a farting noise the audience laughed, but she wasn’t really aware of them, other than as a kind of vague background noise, like the sound of traffic through an open window.

‘Go to sleep, Fred,’ said Julius, clicking his fingers in front of Melody’s nose, and there followed a lull in Melody’s consciousness, a void. Not the sort of muffled, hazy void that a state of sleep or drunkenness might bring about, but something different, as if a black hole had opened up in her head for a split second and let in something dazzling and alien, before slamming shut again. She felt her knees buckle beneath her and then she fell, sideways and really quite elegantly, into a pile on the stage floor.

The next thing Melody was aware of was Ben’s face close to hers, the citrus smell of his hair, a door with the word ‘EXIT’ illuminated above it and the scratchy wool of a blanket across her knees.

A woman in a green tunic hove into her line of vision. She had a very shiny forehead and large open pores on her nose.

‘Melody? Melody? Can you hear me?’

Melody nodded and the woman’s face disappeared again.

‘Are you OK?’ It was Ben. He had very neat stubble with tiny flecks of red in it.

Melody nodded again and attempted to get to her feet. Ben pulled her back down gently by the hand.

‘Where am I?’ she said.

‘You’re in First Aid,’ said Ben. ‘You passed out. Brought the whole show to a grinding halt. Single-handedly. They had to call for an early interval.’

Melody winced. She felt woozy and confused, too confused to process properly what Ben was saying to her. She touched her shoulder reflexively.

‘Where’s my bag?’ she said.

‘Here,’ Ben showed it to her. ‘I’ve got your jacket as well. I figured you probably didn’t want to go back and watch the rest of the show.’

‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘No. I don’t. I want to go home. Sorry …’ She felt strangely devoid of any sense of time or place, cut adrift from herself.

‘No, no, no, that’s fine. Of course. I totally understand. Maybe you’re coming down with something?’

‘No,’ she said in a voice that was two tones sharper than she’d intended. ‘No, it’s not that. It’s something else. It’s my head. Something’s happened to my head.’

She saw Ben and the first-aid woman exchange a glance and then she saw the door marked ‘EXIT’ open and there he was. Julius Sardo. Smaller than he’d looked on the stage, and much more orange.

‘Hey, Melody, you’re back. Thank God. You had me worried out there. Are you OK?’

She nodded distractedly. She didn’t want to talk to Julius Sardo. She just wanted to go home and get into bed.

‘What do you think it might have been?’ he continued. ‘Low blood sugar?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘but I’m fine now. I just want to go home. Can I go home?’

The first-aid woman nodded her assent and Ben helped her to her feet.

‘I want you to know,’ Julius continued, ‘that I’ve been doing live shows for nine years and that’s the first time anyone’s passed out on me.’ His smile was slightly too wide and Melody could tell that he was concerned, but she didn’t have the energy to discuss it with him.

‘It’s fine,’ she said, taking her jacket from Ben and sliding it on. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘Cool,’ he beamed again, flashing artificially white teeth at her. ‘Well, I’ve got to get back now, but talk to the people in the office next door and they’ll arrange tickets for you both for another night, make up for what you missed, yeah?’

She smiled, wanly. She had no intention of going within a hundred feet of Julius Sardo ever again. ‘Yeah,’ she said.

The air outside the theatre was cool and chilled now that the sun had set and Melody shivered slightly in her open shoes and thin jacket.

‘I’m really sorry,’ she said. ‘What a disaster!’

‘No, I’m sorry. It was my idea to bring you here. Next time we’ll just go for a nice meal, eh?’

Melody threw him a curious glance. Next time? It was unthinkable that he would want to see her again. She smiled tightly, assuming that he had just said that to be polite, and headed for the tube.

Ed was stretched out on the sofa watching TV when she got home at nine thirty. He jumped as she walked into the room.

‘What are you doing back so early?’ he said.

She sighed and perched herself on the arm of the sofa. ‘Disaster struck,’ she said.

‘What – he stood you up?’

‘No, he didn’t stand me up,’ she replied indignantly. ‘I got picked on for a trick. Julius Sardo made me pretend to be a five-year-old boy with gas. So, as if running around a stage in front of hundreds of people pretending to fart wasn’t bad enough, I then passed out …’

‘What?’

‘… collapsed. In front of everybody. Had to be carted off backstage and given first aid.’

‘No way!’

‘Yes way, unfortunately.’ She sighed and ran her hands through her hair. ‘Jesus. This could only happen to me. To Melody Browne. And this,’ she continued, ‘is exactly why I have spent the last eight years at home.’

‘God, Mum, are you all right?’

Melody shook her head. Then she nodded. She didn’t know if she was all right. She just knew that she had to sleep ‘Yeah. I’m fine. I think it was just too much adrenalin plus a big glass of wine. I’m off to bed.’

‘Are you sure you’re OK? Maybe you should have something to eat?’

She smiled, touched and surprised by the sound of her baby boy attempting to mother her. ‘No. I just need to sleep. Don’t forget to lock all the windows before you head for bed.’

She left Ed there, on the sofa, no longer her baby but a strapping boy of seventeen, and headed to her room.

In the darkness she listened to the sounds of a summer night playing out on the estate, the sounds of hot car engines coming and going, voices carrying through open windows, distant music. It was surprising to her that she had so recently been a part of the fabric of this Saturday night. She had been a person on a pavement in the West End in sparkly shoes and lipstick. She had been a person in a pub with a man and a glass of wine. And she had, more unexpectedly, been a person on a West End stage being watched by hundreds of people, a person who would be talked about long after the moment itself: ‘There was this woman and she fainted!’ She had left her mark on the night, but now she was here, as ever, in her double bed, alone and sober, a single mum, as if none of it had ever happened.

The red LED of her radio alarm clicked from 9.50 to 9.51 and Melody fell into a deep and immediate sleep.




Chapter 3

1976

When Melody Browne was three years old, she was called Melody Ribblesdale and she lived in a big red house right in the very middle of London. At least, that is how her three-year-old consciousness saw it. She lived, in fact, in one corner of the second floor of a big red mansion block squatted unprepossessingly on a busy junction in Lambeth, south London.

To get to their corner of the big red building, Melody and her parents had either to walk up two flights of cold, bleach-scented stairs or cram themselves into a tiny lift with a crisscross sliding door that was nearly impossible to push open, even for her father with his big hairy arms.

Their flat was bright and airy, though, with huge sash windows in every room overlooking the chaos below. When Melody climbed onto the back of the sofa in the living room and stood on her tiptoes, she could even see a bit of the River Thames.

She slept in a small yellow bedroom with blue curtains and a mobile with wooden butterflies on it and every morning her mother strapped her onto the back of her bicycle and took her to a house on Walnut Tree Walk to be looked after by a lady called Pam while she went to work. At five o’clock her mother would return, smelling of coffee and cigarettes, and take her home again, sometimes stopping at the convenience store on the corner of their road for a pint of milk or a packet of ham.

Melody’s mum was a marketing manager for a contemporary dance company and her dad was block setter at a print works. They both worked regular hours. Neither of them travelled. It was a quiet life. It was a predictable life. Melody knew what to expect on a day-to-day basis. She liked it like that, bobbing around in the warm, buoyant waters of routine. Sometimes her parents threw parties in the big flat in Lambeth, parties that started at lunchtime and went on until breakfast. Her dad played the piano and her mum doled out a raspberry-hued punch with a big plastic ladle. People stood on the fire escape outside the kitchen to smoke pipes and cigarettes, and Melody woke up with other people’s children asleep on her bedroom floor, but she didn’t mind. It was normal. It was her life, her family, her world. But when she was three and a half her life, her family and her world changed for ever.

And all because of the baby who never came home.

Her mother told her about the baby growing in her tummy one soft May morning. Even though Melody’s life had been nice before the announcement about the baby, it seemed to get even nicer afterwards. They went on holiday together to a cottage in the countryside that summer. There was a very big rabbit in a hutch in the garden outside their cottage. He was called Mr Flopsicle and he liked eating celery out of Melody’s hands. Her mum and dad kept hugging each other and holding hands all the time and when they came back to London, Melody stopped going to Pam’s house and started going to a nursery school on Lollard Street where she got her milk in a carton instead of a bottle.

One day her mother came to collect her from school and told her that she’d just felt the baby moving for the first time. This seemed to make her mother even happier. After that her mum got really big, not just on her belly, but all over. When Melody shared the bath with her she could feel the extra weight of her, the way she squished up against the sides of the bath like a big soft cork. After Christmas Melody’s mum had her hair cut into a sort of square shape with a fringe. It had been long and tangly before, almost down to her bottom, and Melody wasn’t sure if she liked it or not, particularly now that her mum’s face was a different shape. But her mum said that when the baby came the last thing she’d want to be bothered with was all that hair.

And then, one night, when Melody’s mum was the biggest thing that she’d ever seen, so big that she couldn’t even go to work any more and could barely get off the sofa, she started to make a lot of noise and locked herself in the bathroom and her dad told her that the baby was coming. A lady called Marceline came a little while later and sat in the bathroom with her mum and for a while everyone was really excited and Melody was allowed to stay up even though it was, as her dad kept telling her, the middle of the night. Eventually Melody fell asleep on the sofa and someone put her blanket over her and when she woke up again it was the morning and her mum was still having the baby. Nobody said anything about going to nursery or eating cereal or getting dressed, so Melody just sat at her little wooden table in the corner of the living room and did colouring-in with her big box of crayons.

A few minutes later, her aunt Maggie arrived with Claire and Nicola, her big cousins. Maggie was her mum’s sister and they looked exactly the same usually, but not any more because of her mum’s new haircut and new shape. They stayed until the ambulance came and then they took Melody back to their house in Fulham. Melody waved at her mum as they wheeled her into the ambulance and her mum waved back and looked a bit like she might start crying.

‘Be good for your auntie,’ she said, ‘and I’ll see you later, when you’re a sister!’

Melody stayed at Aunt Maggie’s for two whole days and two whole nights. Nobody really explained why she wasn’t at home, sitting on her mum’s bed, staring at the new baby and wondering what she thought about it.

On her third morning she awoke to find Maggie’s cat, Boots, rubbing her face with his fishy whiskers. He then lay down on her chest which she found vaguely alarming.

‘Off, Boots,’ she said in a loud whisper, not wanting to wake her cousin. ‘Off, Boots.’

In the distance, she could hear the phone ringing. She pushed the cat off her chest and sat up. She could hear Maggie’s voice, muted, sleepy, through the wall of Nicola’s bedroom. There was a painting of a Spanish girl on the wall. She had black hair and dark blue eyes and a rose tucked behind her ear. Her lips were all red, like she’d been eating blackberries straight from a bush, and her dress was covered in white spots, like it had been snowing. Melody stared at the picture as she listened to Maggie through the wall, heard her voice turn from sleepy to confused to urgent, from quiet to loud and then to a slow, heavy incantation of the word ‘no’.

The Spanish girl seemed to peer at Melody curiously, as if she too were wondering what the phone call could be about. Melody smiled at the Spanish girl, a hopeful smile, as if to reassure her that everything would be all right.

A few minutes later Maggie came into Nicola’s bedroom. She was wearing a blue dressing gown with birds embroidered on it and her long hair was in a plait. Her eye makeup, which was usually quite neat, was smudged all under her eyes, like she’d been rubbing them and she didn’t look as pretty as she did normally, during the day.

‘Oh,’ she said, smiling, ‘you’re awake.’

‘Yes,’ Melody said, ‘I heard the phone ringing.’

Maggie nodded. ‘That was your dad.’

‘Is the baby coming home now?’

‘No,’ said Maggie, stroking Melody’s cheek with her thumb. ‘No, the baby’s not coming home …’

Melody glanced away from Maggie and up at the Spanish girl, hoping that she would do something dramatic to make this horrible feeling go away. But she didn’t. She just stood there in her spotty dress, looking curious.

‘The baby wasn’t very well when it came out. The doctors tried to make the baby better, but nothing they tried to do worked. And the baby tried really hard too. But she was too small and too unwell and she stopped breathing. Do you know what happens when you stop breathing?’

Melody did know what happened when you stopped breathing, so she nodded. ‘You get dead,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ said Maggie, ‘you get dead. And I’m so sorry my precious girl, but that’s what happened to your baby sister. She stopped breathing. And your mummy and daddy are very, very sad. And you know what they said, they said, the only thing that will make them feel better will be to see their big, brave girl. So shall we get ready? Shall we get you dressed and take you home to see your mummy and daddy?’

Melody considered this. If she stayed here she could stare at the Spanish girl a little longer and see if she might somehow show her a way to reverse the last two minutes of her life. Then she could go downstairs and have sugary cereal with her big cousins and walk with them to school and then go for a slice of cake with Maggie and then go home to a nice happy place with a new baby sister in it.

‘I’m very hungry,’ she said, eventually. ‘Can we have breakfast first?’

Maggie gave her Sugar Puffs with a strange-shaped plastic spoon and Melody tried her hardest not to spill them down her T-shirt, but a couple landed in her lap and Maggie cleared them off for her with a damp cloth. Nicola and Claire ate toast in their grey school uniforms and were not as noisy as they usually were.

After she’d dropped the girls off at school, Maggie drove Melody back to Lambeth and stood with her in the little creaky lift as it made its way up to the second floor. Melody reached out and held her hand as they approached the front door of her flat, feeling suddenly shy and nervous. Her dad came to the door. His chin was all furry and his eyes were all red and his T-shirt looked sort of tired and floppy, like an old person’s skin. ‘Hello, sweetpea.’ He leaned down and scooped her up and squeezed her. He smelled like an old tea-towel, but she squeezed him back anyway, because she knew he wanted her to.

‘Where’s Mummy?’ she said.

‘She’s in bed. Do you want to see her?’

Melody nodded and he put her down and took her by the hand. ‘Mummy’s very tired,’ he said, ‘and very sad.’

She nodded again.

At her parents’ bedroom door she stopped for a moment, because even though she was only four, in some unfathomable way she knew that on this side of the door lay her past and on the other side of that door lay her future and that this was the very last moment she would ever spend in the old order.

As the door opened and she approached her mother in bed, and saw her funny square hair all squashed flat against her head and her T-shirt all creased and grimy, smiling blankly at her like she’d forgotten who she was, Melody knew she was right.

She was in a different place now. A different place altogether.




Chapter 4

Now

The strange feeling was there the moment Melody opened her eyes the next day.

She didn’t mention it to Ed as she couldn’t think of a good enough way to explain it, and it was so fleeting and peripheral that the moment her thoughts turned to anything even slightly distracting she forgot all about it. It was as though someone had opened her up, made a mess in her head and then tidied it all away again before sealing her closed. But they hadn’t quite put everything back in the right place and Melody felt strangely disordered.

Objects seemed to carry an extra resonance. She stared at her toothbrush for a while before putting it in her mouth that morning, feeling oddly as if it wasn’t hers, but at the same time feeling almost as if she’d only brushed her teeth a moment earlier. Her coffee tasted strange, as though she were tasting it for the very first time and only just noticing the pungent bitterness. When she looked at her reflection that morning, trying to decide whether or not she needed to wash her hair, there was a split second of objectivity, the oddness that accompanies an unexpected sighting of yourself in a shop window. Melody recognised some of the sensations she was experiencing. Ed had only slept for two hours at a time from his six-month birthday until he was eighteen months old and for a year Melody had lived her life in a feathery state of sleep deprivation, the edges of her consciousness constantly blurred, the pull of lag and delay on all her actions and reactions. She had similar feelings now. She felt hollowed out and temporary. She felt wrong.

The day itself was bright and warm, just like the day before and the day before that, but the breeze outside her bedroom window seemed to have developed an extra auditory dimension, a kind of flat, humming undertone as it whistled through the leaves of the tree outside her windows.

Her mobile phone called to her from the kitchen counter where she’d left it to charge overnight. The caller ID came up as Unknown, but glad of the distraction she pressed answer. It was Ben.

‘Am I too early?’ he asked.

‘No, no, it’s fine,’ she replied. ‘I’ve been up for a while.’

‘I was just worried about you. Couldn’t really sleep last night. I was thinking about what happened. You don’t think it was anything to do with the trick, do you? Being hypnotised. You don’t think …?’

‘What?’

‘That he did something, to your head?’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Well, the timing. I mean, you passed out literally as he clicked his fingers. It just seems rather …’

‘I know. It’s weird. I feel a bit … weird.’

‘You do?’ he asked in a concerned tone. ‘In what way?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. A bit undone.’

‘Undone?’

‘Yes. Like a jigsaw or a ball of wool, or –’ She stopped abruptly. As the words ‘ball of wool’ left her mouth, something flashed through her mind. An image, as bright and focused as real life, a ball of pale blue angora wool in a basket, a small hand, a price sticker that said ‘20p’. As quickly as the image had arrived in her head, it had left. She breathed out.

‘Are you OK?’

‘Uh-huh,’ she replied, breathlessly.

‘Do you think you should see somebody?’

‘Like what? A shrink?’

‘No. Just a … I don’t know, someone who knows about this kind of thing. Just to be on the safe side.’

Melody had no intention of seeing anyone about this. She didn’t even know what ‘this’ was yet. ‘No,’ she said over-brightly. ‘I don’t think it’s that bad. It was probably just a combination of things – you know, wine, nerves, adrenalin.’

Ben paused. ‘Yeah,’ he said, sounding unconvinced. ‘Probably. But anyway, I just really wanted to make sure you were OK. You went off in such a rush I didn’t really have a chance to say goodbye properly.’

‘Yes, sorry about that.’

‘And there’s still so much I don’t know about you.’

‘Oh, trust me, there really isn’t much to know.’

‘Come on, you’re a single mother, you’re a dinner lady …’

‘Kitchen assistant.’

‘Oh, yes, sorry, kitchen assistant. You live in Covent Garden.’

‘On an estate.’

‘Yes, but it’s still in Covent Garden. And besides, there
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