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Praise for The Songs of Us



‘Quirky, clever and original, this will break your heart, but put it back together again’ Katie Fforde


‘A warm and touching novel about love and loss, and the healing power of family’ Woman and Home


‘Poignant and beautifully written’ Woman
 

‘[A] sweet, moving debut’ Good Housekeeping
   

‘This is a very special book indeed: funny, powerful, heart-wrenching and so poignant. I have laughed and cried and cried . . . it reminded me to hold my family close and tell each of them how much I love them’ Jo Thomas
   

‘The Songs of Us is an emotional rollercoaster of a book that made me laugh and cry in equal measures. A tragically beautiful story of love and loss, family and hope. Emma Cooper has been swiftly added to my list of authors to read’ Fiona Harper
    




By Emma Cooper and available from Headline



The Songs of Us




About the Book


Six-foot-two Irish man who answers to the name Samuel McLaughlin.


Has weak shins and enjoys show tunes.


If found, please return to Sophie Williams.


Before Sophie met Samuel she saw the world in grey.


Before Samuel met Sophie, he never believed in love at first sight.


When they first meet, something tells them they are meant to be.


But fate has other ideas.


Now they have lost each other and can’t see a way back.


But they’ve already changed each other’s lives in more ways than they could have predicted . . .






For Russell . . . 
who always shows me there is light at the end of the tunnel
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AUTUMN




Chapter One


Sophie


At the beginning of our life, we see things differently. As a small child, I would look at the world and it was innocent. I could see the smile on my mother’s face as she sang to me, see the creases in her skin as she smiled, see the love in her eyes as she kissed me goodnight. The scene before me had been clear and pure, but as we get older the image changes: like a hologram, you tilt the scene one way and you see a woman smiling; tilt it the other way and she is crying.


My damp feet pad into the hotel bedroom; the reflection in the mirror catches my attention and my mum stares back at me. It’s happening a lot lately – the older I get, the more I look like her. I trace the shape of my face with my finger: the same shaped face, the same point at the tip of the chin, the same dimples either side of my mouth.


I know how I must have seemed to everyone when she died. Cold and indifferent. Someone at the trial said that my heart must have been made of stone; after all, how can someone not attend their mother’s funeral? How could I not scream and shout, or cheer and whoop when her killer was put behind bars? I did cry, though. I did scream and shout, but then, after I hit the darkest waters in the deepest depths of grief, I suddenly realised that he was winning: he was still hurting us. So, I stopped. I closed the door on the what-ifs and the whys and instead just accepted that it was: that’s how I am still so close to Helen; that’s how I still call her my sister.


My back turns on the mirror; I don’t have time for this today. I have to be the woman that I have worked so hard to become, who no longer speaks with the Welsh accent of her childhood, who can walk into a company and exploit its faults; who lives a life without close friends because they take up too much time.


I slip into my underwear, the silk camisole sliding over my pale skin: the first layer of the armour. The white blouse eases off the hanger, expensive material eradicating my memories of cheap, supermarket-bought school shirts, sharp creases protecting my bare shoulders from the images of being teased at school; the buttons fastening firmly across my chest, enclosing my heart. The stockings glide over my legs: legs that walked me into the school that I hated, legs that were grazed as I tried to pull him off her. I step into the winter-white pencil skirt – zipping myself in – before sliding my feet into shoes that my mother would only have ever dreamed of, the heels like daggers, their soles the colour of blood.


I cover my freckles with concealer, cover my eyelashes with heavy mascara and apply a deep crimson lipstick. With each subtle layer, my armour becomes tougher; the natural waves of my hair are straightened and sprayed, my natural scent covered in a mist of perfume that I haven’t acquired by rubbing my wrist on the inside of a magazine advertisement.


Before I leave the room, I reach for my calf-length yellow coat – a coat my teenage self would have shied away from; the colour too bold, the style too confrontational. I shrug on this final piece of my defence and turn back towards the mirror: my mother’s reflection is gone.


My heels clip along Pennsylvania Avenue just west of the White House, my reflection in the towering buildings showing a confident woman in charge of her destiny. I stop and look up at the Greenlight regional office, but I don’t enter the building. I’m here just to get a feel for the city, to visit Greenlight’s competitors and to see what we’re up against.


I never set out to do this job; I just fell into it. Funny phrase, ‘fell into it’. How do we just fall into something? We don’t fall: we don’t tumble like a gymnast with a CV in our hands; we don’t jump off the end of a cliff and land in the cradled arms of an interviewer. We don’t ‘fall’ in love; we just find ourselves part of something that we didn’t know we were missing from in the first place.


My job found me, I suppose. I have always been good at maths, always been able to analyse problems and see a solution. It was a natural path for me to go into accounting. It suited me; I liked the solitary, irrefutable answers it gave me, until the small company that I worked for after university gave me the wrong answers. Answers that revealed money being hidden in the private accounts of my employer. After I exposed this, I was approached by the agency – Sandwell Incorporated. It felt strange to be sought after, to have somebody asking me to work for them, and at first, I didn’t think I could do it, but I soon found out that I could. I could work up to eighteen hours a day, analyse their data and find a gap, a thread; a hook to make it easy for us to help them – or if not, for us to make them an offer they couldn’t refuse.


The afternoon is spent in meetings with other small loan firms. I ask difficult questions, find holes in their processes, manipulate conversations with smiles and understanding nods.


My throat is dry and my work for the day is done, so I find a café and take a seat outside, grateful to be breathing in the fresh air after an afternoon in stuffy offices. I’m confident our new software is a strong enough tool for us to merge with Greenlight. It will put them head and shoulders above their competitors, and if they fight us, I know we will win. 


Unfamiliar accents and unfamiliar smells surround me. I watch the couple on the opposite table; they aren’t speaking a word to each other. She slurps her soup as he sits, devouring a giant pretzel, which he intermittently dips into sauce. They look past each other, that place just above the shoulder where life carries on even if you can’t quite see it. How odd that they should both be watching life pass them by, but from opposing views. The man begins to cough – a rogue piece of pretzel, lodged where it shouldn’t be. His companion is out of her chair, passing him water, rubbing his back, wiping away the tears that have formed around his eyes. The coughing stops: he pats her hand; she strokes his face and then sits back down, the world beyond their shoulders continuing.


I watch the concern on her face; the gratitude and love on his.


Nobody knows where I am.


This thought startles me. I haven’t spoken to Helen for weeks; I’ve told work that I’m having an informal visit to our next project – the details of which are, at this moment, still very much under wraps. A few people know I’m in DC, but other than that, nobody knows that I’m here, sitting outside a restaurant; invisible to the lives around me just as I am invisible to the lives back home.


What if a photographer were to pass by this café today and take a photo – the scene frozen: not a sound, not a blink, not a breath? The woman leaning towards her soup; the man with the pretzel halfway to his face; a waitress looking out of the corner of her eyes at a blond businessman drinking beer and laughing loudly; the group of women on the pavement, smart shopping bags in mid-swing, their heads thrown back in laughter . . . and me. A thirty-year-old English woman in a stylish white suit, sitting still with an almost cold cup of coffee in front of her. A click, a close of the shutter, the image captured as an advert for the café, perhaps? Perhaps the photographer would see the English woman in the centre of the frame and decide to take her out of it; she doesn’t quite fit there. He crops the photo, cutting the scene in two, then drags the halves back together: the woman is gone. He sips his coffee, smiles at the screen at a job well done, pleased with the result: it’s as if she was never there at all.


It is starting to rain. The colours that surround me are drenched in grey, as though the photographer decided on a black-and-white filter. People scurry away, their plates are discarded, their chairs scrape back, their glasses are carried inside; but I remain still, watching the chaos. I pull on my yellow raincoat and open my green umbrella. If the photographer had stayed, he would have seen the English woman sitting in the middle of the scene . . . the yellow of her coat and the green of her umbrella no longer invisible. Because across the road, through the black-and-white filter, a man is looking straight at me. 




Chapter Two


Samuel


‘Ah, feck it!’ I’ve had the day from hell already and now, to top it off, the heavens have just opened. The rain here is different from home – the rain in Northern Ireland doesn’t hold the dust and chemicals like the rain in the city; the rain here almost feels toxic.


From the corner of my eye, I see a flash of yellow. There is a woman sitting outside a café in a yellow coat. My feet stop moving and I find myself staring at her. All around her there is movement – people holding newspapers above their heads, pushing back chairs and heading inside for shelter – but the woman is motionless, the yellow of her raincoat refusing to be muted, no matter how much the grey rain sweeps across the city.


‘Move it!’ An angry man, whose voice seems double the size of his frail body, yells at me. I blink, apologise, and begin to take another step, but then a burst of Irish green flickers in my peripheral vision as the woman outside the café opens her umbrella, stopping my feet again. I stand still while people saturated in the greys and blacks of the storm rush around me as they try to escape the sudden downpour, hoods hastily covering new highlights and hair gel.


She tilts the green umbrella and she is covered from my view; it twirls from one side to another, like a scene from a musical, her actions obscured behind it. She stands. Fat raindrops slide down from the umbrella and on to her white high-heels. Thunder rumbles – dark and threatening – before lightning slices open the sky: a battle of good and evil, of dark and light, of fate and serendipity. The traffic pauses, and I dash between the headlights as furious windscreen wipers clear the view and lull the angry horns. I don’t know the woman behind the umbrella, don’t really know why I’m crossing the road – one of those moments when you end up at a destination and can’t remember how you got there – but here I am, and so is she.


Beneath the umbrella I can see that her heel is trapped in a crack in the pavement. That is the first thing I really see of this woman: a slim leg and a high heel. The heel twists just as I begin to offer my help, then snaps itself free, the point of the shoe connecting with a sharp kick towards my leg. I barely flinch; I’m an ex rugby player so I’m used to worse things than a stiletto to the ankle. 


‘I’m so sorry! Are you OK?’ I register the English accent as she crouches down, the green umbrella discarded as her white skirt rides up her thigh – all business, peeking out from beneath the girlish coat. The rain drips from her blond hair as she hovers, unsure what to do now she is faced with my suited and booted trouser leg. She is stuck between what I think had been an automatic response, like the way you would attend to a child’s grazed knee, but instead, is left with the uncomfortable situation of how to deal with a strange man’s trouser leg. Her eyes look up at me, these golden eyes that are the strangest colour, somewhere between gold and deep brown, I guess, almost fluid, but it’s not the colour that is the most striking: it is the emptiness behind them; she looks so . . . lost.


I crouch down, knee to knee, and it takes everything in me not to reach out and touch her hand. 


‘I didn’t see you there,’ she gasps. 


‘You were all I could see,’ I reply, inwardly wincing, worried that my words sound cheesy. But she smiles, two small dimples forming – a finger space apart from her mouth – her eyes losing that lost look because I, me, some stupid, tactless Irishman, have found her.






Chapter Three


Sophie


My heel is caught in a crack in the paving. I twist my foot to the left, to the right, the grainy sound of my actions blunted by the rain which is pummelling clenched fists on the outside of my umbrella. I twist my heel again before pulling it upwards with as much force as I can. Lightning flashes on to the street as the heel snaps. I expect to hear the deep rumble of thunder, but instead, I hear the high-pitched wail of a little girl, coming from the mouth of an exceptionally tall man. My decapitated shoe, connecting with his ankle.


‘I’m so sorry! Are you OK?’ I ask as I crouch down, instantly regretting my descent. What exactly am I going to do? Roll up his trouser leg? Apply a plaster? I sigh and look up. He has the stature of someone who is confident in his body. His frame is relaxed but solid; his shoulders are broad but his chest isn’t puffed out; his shoulders aren’t squared. He crouches down, scanning my face and his eyebrows lift, the creases in his face relax; the same expression you might have after you have been frantically searching for something but then find it in the last place you look. His face is relieved: he’s found it.


‘I didn’t see you there,’ I say, my words tumbling from my mouth.


‘You were all I could see,’ he replies. He stands and takes a step back, as though his words have pushed him away, and I find myself smiling at him, offering him reassurance as he reaches his hand towards me.


I decline it with a ‘thank you but I’m fine’ expression, but as I try to stand, the missing heel throws my balance. I haven’t even got halfway to standing when I feel my whole body sliding slowly to the left. He reaches out his hand again, but again, I decline: I’m used to doing things by myself. My hand reaches for the edge of the table, slick with rain, but it glances off and I topple, landing in a foetal curl on the quickly formed puddle.


Embarrassment seeps through my body as quickly as the puddle is seeping into my clothes. I can already see a brown stain stretching across the white of my skirt as I straighten myself into a sitting position. My eyes are drawn upwards to where the man is still standing, amusement playing at the corners of his mouth. He offers his hand to me for the third time, but this time, I don’t hesitate; I don’t overthink his gesture; I don’t ignore him; instead, I slip my palm inside his. Mine feels tiny inside the warmth of his, and I yield to the gentle pressure he applies as he helps me stand.


‘Thank you,’ I say. He lets my hand drop once I’m standing. Thunder cracks loudly as he crouches down and retrieves my broken heel and umbrella. Around us, the storm shrouds the chaos of the city and its inhabitants. He passes the heel back to me with a grin and I clutch it towards my chest, giving him a quick nod of gratitude, and then turn my back, my green umbrella and I walking away, salvaging what little dignity I have left . . . but my dignity is dissolving with every ungainly, lopsided step I take. Up and down, up and down, my body goes, rain dripping from my eyelashes, brown stains covering my white skirt as I hobble away. 


Footsteps splash towards me and he stands in my path.


‘Ah look, you’re drenched and in no shape to walk—’ His accent is Northern Irish, I think. His tone rises at the end of each sentence but snaps back down – a bit like a helium balloon in a child’s chubby hands – always trying to rise. ‘Why don’t we head inside and call a cab?’


I find myself nodding, if only to stop myself from taking another ridiculous step. 


He takes the umbrella from my hand and offers me his arm. My automatic response is to refuse his gesture, but at this stage of the game, I think my dignity ship has already sailed. 


As our feet step through the rain, my world is being not just tipped upside down but shook, like a snow-globe: my life – my perfect image with clean lines and neat edges – has been protected from the outside world until now. Now it feels like it has been shaken. 


He pulls his hand free of mine as we step into the warmth of the building and I feel the world tilt. How is it that I have been able to stay upright without this stranger holding my hand? I shake my head, raindrops scattering from my hair, and pull off my coat. He takes it from me and I let him. 


‘Your eyes are the colour of tea,’ he smiles. 


‘Tea?’ I ask. My voice sounds hoarse and I clear my throat as I process his description. I picture the colour of murky builders’ tea. 


‘Yes, they look like tea through a glass cup, almost gold, really.’


‘Huh,’ I reply. He looks away, and I miss my moment to return the compliment. I shiver. My arms are bare; the fair hairs are rising, running along my skin in a wave, exposed and free of their armour. I take off my broken shoes, dropping them into my oversized bag, and pull myself to my full height, stretching out my hand formally. I need to take control of this . . . this thing that is happening. Maybe I have flu.


‘I’m Sophie.’ My voice is clear, crisp, controlled. He looks down at my hand, an embryonic smile on his full mouth, like I have said something endearing. His front tooth has a small chip at the edge. Instead of shaking my hand, he slaps the back of his hand against mine, then claps our palms together and does this strange fist-bump action.


‘Ah, never mind—’ he says the word ‘mind’ like ‘moind’. ‘We’ll work on that. I’m Samuel, shall we get a bite? I’m starving.’ He strides towards a waitress and I watch the damp line that runs down the back of his shirt cling to the curve of his spine as he negotiates a table.


I look around the restaurant, seeking a way to escape this situation I have found myself in, but I find that my stockinged feet are following him and my hands, which should be reaching for my phone and calling a cab, are pulling back a chair.


Samuel is already grabbing a menu and has begun to talk. My knees bend, and I find myself sitting down without making the decision to stay.


He talks passionately about everything, drawing me into his train of thought. I have to hold on to his words as they fly past our surroundings, the outside world blurring around me as the conversation twists and turns to new places, but the journey is never a one-way street: he questions, he listens, he laughs. 


‘What is it you do, Samuel? Here in DC?’ I ask.


‘I work in IT. I’m a stereotypical computer geek. What about you?’


‘I’m an analyst. I work out how to streamline companies, help them work better. I spend weeks, sometimes months working out how to improve a business, then I fix it . . . or we make them an offer they can’t refuse and take over the business.’


‘That straightforward?’


‘In a nutshell.’


‘So you’re a bit like Richard Gere in Pretty Woman but without the penchant for hookers?’ 


I laugh at this. 


‘Like a super accountant, then? You fly in, fix everything and then disappear until the next financial disaster.’ 


I laugh again. ‘I suppose . . . Super Sophie, that’s me.’ 


We order dinner, we order wine, his face lighting up as he talks about his family in Derry, about how he used to play rugby, about how he loves to run.


Afternoon bleeds into dusk, dusk into twilight; twilight begins to fade until night consumes the view outside. My brain is telling me to be on my guard, but I ignore it. I’m leaving in two days, anyway. I won’t see him again.


‘Excuse me while I nip to the little boys’ room.’ He pushes his chair back and rises; the space he filled is suddenly barren. Loneliness creeps up on me. I have been alone for so long that I don’t often feel its presence, but I feel it now . . . how have I become accustomed to the sting? The chatter around me becomes louder; I notice the surroundings which, with him next to me, have been invisible. Samuel sits back down; the noises quieten, my senses instead filled with him.


‘Poor man,’ I say as I look towards a man in his early thirties, with his tie askew, as he begs into his phone: ‘Please,’ he is saying, ‘I’ll change. Please don’t break up with me.’ 


‘Ah, I remember feeling like that. I was twenty-four, her name was Isabella.’ He gestures to the man who is staring blankly at the table top, seemingly oblivious to his surroundings. ‘So how about you?’ He leans forward and smells his food, his eyelids closing, and I can’t help but smile as I get a quick glimpse of him as a child in front of home-cooked meals after a busy day at school.


‘What about me?’ I avoid his gaze.


‘You ever been that heartbroken?’ 


I shake my head. 


‘Never?’ 


I shake my head again and twist the tagliatelle around my fork. How can I tell this man so full of life that I’ve never been hurt like that because I’ve never been in love? I lost my virginity in the first week at university to a boy called Harry who always smelt vaguely of sweat even after a shower. I always viewed virginity as something I needed to get rid of, a rite of passage so I could get on with my life at uni. I endured a relationship with him for two weeks and I was glad when it ended. I loved university because I had nobody to answer to. Nobody knew about my past. I saw university as my way into the life I wanted. I didn’t want to have to depend on anyone. And so, after my brief relationship with Harry, I had stayed away from the parties, the one-night stands, the late arrivals to lectures still half-drunk. That’s not to say that I didn’t make friends – I did. I was the mum of the group. I was the one who made sure we had toilet roll. I was the one who made early morning trips for Diet Coke and paracetamol and I was the one who made the doctor’s appointments for the morning-after pill. I came out with a First, I kissed and hugged them goodbye on graduation day and then I didn’t see much of them after that. I wonder now if they even remember me.


‘What’s the longest relationship you’ve had?’ he asks, bringing me back to the present, before filling his mouth with another forkful of food.


‘Five years,’ I answer, wiping the corners of my mouth with the napkin. My heart begins to pound. I haven’t talked about my past relationships with anyone other than Helen, and I don’t like how my mouth seems to be opening up to him, but on it goes. ‘You?’


‘Ah, now, there’s a question. I’ve had a few girlfriends that have stayed for the long haul. There was Carol when I was sixteen, sweet girl, she used to blink all the time when I was around but then she started blinking at someone else, then there was Hattie.’ He tears off a piece of bread and dips it in his cassoulet. ‘She dumped me, I think, then there was Evie. I was with Evie for three years but we just grew apart; it wasn’t a bad break-up, we just kind of called it a day . . . then there was Isabella, she was the one who did that to me.’ He nods towards the heartbroken man who is making his way through a bottle of red at an alarming rate. ‘Two and a half years of fighting and making up, it was a shit-storm of a relationship, but I was a mess when she left. ‘So tell me about Mr Five Years.’ He pours more wine into his glass.


‘His name was Stephen with a p-h,’ I begin. ‘We met at a finance meeting. He always stood his shoes against the wall in a pair, it used to drive me mad.’


‘Five years and that’s all you’ve got to say about the fella?’


‘It was more of a . . . business relationship. We met up on alternate weekends, maybe once or twice in the week if we were free, went to the cinema together, that sort of thing, then he met someone else, decided he wanted two-point-four kids and a family home, so that was it. I was relieved when it was over, to be honest. I heard he proposed to her with some wild romantic gesture . . . had “Will you Marry Me?” written in the sky by some Red Arrows or something. Funny. He didn’t even pay for a meal with me, we always split it.’


‘So, what’s the most romantic thing anyone has ever done for you?’


I falter. His dark hair falls forward as he slices his way through some meat, waiting for my answer, seemingly confident that there will be one.


‘I’ve never had anything romantic done for me.’ The answer is out before I can stop myself. I straighten my posture. I’ve had too much wine; that’s why I’m talking so freely. I pour water into my glass. He answers me after he swallows his mouthful of food.


‘What, like ever?’ 


I shake my head and fold my napkin, looking around the restaurant so I can gain the attention of the waitress and ask for the bill. I need to leave this place. 


‘You’ve never had a bunch of flowers?’ 


I shake my head, folding the napkin into a triangle. 


‘Chocolates?’


‘I’m not a romance type of girl.’ I give him a tight smile and hate the way that I feel when I look at him, this stranger.


‘Well, that’s settled then.’ He pushes his plate away. ‘How long are you in DC for?’


‘I’m leaving soon, I’m only here on business.’ I can hear my voice losing some of its clarity.


‘Are you here tomorrow?’


‘Well, yes, but—’ 


He signals for the bill. ‘All day?’ 


I nod and try to protest as he pays for the meal, ignoring me with a flap of his hand.


‘Grand. I’ll be outside . . . where are you staying?’ He shrugs on his coat before I can gather my thoughts and my things.


‘The White Square Hotel, but—’ 


I am still sitting as he bends down, his lips brushing me on the cheek before whispering into my ear, ‘Tomorrow at ten.’ The minute his lips touch my cheek and I feel his breath on my neck, I know I am lost.






Chapter Four


Samuel


The ends of her hair are still damp and they flick up at the ends, perfect arcs of gold that rest along her shoulders. She is beautiful; I’ve never felt an attraction towards anyone the way I do for her. It’s as if I have spent my entire life looking for something precious, something fragile, and I finally have it in my palm. I’m petrified of losing it, of losing her. 


With each hour that passes, with each glass of wine and mouthful of food, I feel as though I’m getting closer to her.


The next morning, I’m late, hurrying up the wrong side of the street. Traffic is busy and I can’t find a gap to make my way over to her. She strides down the steps outside the hotel wearing a heavy white jacket with a grey fur trim around the collar; slim white trousers rest above high-heeled white shoes. It’s strange that I should notice these things but something about the way that she is dressed demands attention. She doesn’t see me at first, glancing up and down the street. My heart thuds against my ribs, just as it would when I’d try to kick goal from a penalty, the hush and apprehension of the crowd, the expectations of the fans, making my eyes narrow in concentration. My palms are sweating, and I rub them along my jeans as I watch her flick her wrist, her hair covering the side of her cheek as she inspects her watch-face. I quicken my pace; she has placed one heel on the step behind her, as though she is going to go back into the hotel. Her name leaves my mouth; the softness of it hangs in the air above me but doesn’t reach her, so I begin to wave, not the discreet wave that I intended, but a great swooping archway with both my hands. Her head turns towards me; my arms are continuing to wave as I grin. She pulls at her earlobe, her foot remaining on the step. I begin to panic. I watch the hesitation in her footsteps; my hands stop waving and I stand there, my arms still raised to the sky. My breath hovers tightly as I inhale; it lies inside my lungs, taut and expectant. Her foot steps down, one step, two steps until she is crossing the road, her stride exuding confidence and certainty in contrast to the fragility I saw last night. She approaches me.


‘Hello.’ Her strange amber-coloured eyes stare up at me, that lost look I had first seen hiding in them eradicated with a blink.


‘Hello,’ I reply. It’s hard to explain the way Sophie looks at me as we walk around the city: the way her eyes not only follow where I’m pointing, but follow my whole arm, from my shoulder to the tips of my fingers as I draw her attention to the Thomas Jefferson Memorial; the way her eyes linger over every part of my face as I talk about the White House and its secret tunnels; the way her hand brushes against mine as we approach the Lincoln Memorial. It is in the way that she listens to me speak, the way she watches my mouth, the way she lets me brush her hair away from those strange-coloured eyes.


‘Tell me something you like,’ I ask her as we sit down on a bench.


‘Marmite,’ she answers. I wrinkle my nose. ‘And singing in the shower,’ she adds, the last part coming out of her mouth like a hiccup – like something she is trying to control but can’t. ‘Tell me more about your family,’ she asks as she shields her eyes from the autumn sun.


‘My sister calls me Mule because she couldn’t say Samuel when we were little.’


‘Mule . . .’ Her mouth tries to contain a smile.


‘What’s so funny?’


‘Well, isn’t a mule a bit close to an ass?’ 


I sit back. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’ 


She laughs and looks across to where the light is hitting the top of the tall, pencil-like peak of the Washington Monument. 


‘It does sound like her, though. We’ve got a competitive relationship,’ I explain, thinking of Sarah.


‘I’d say she’s won if she’s been calling you an ass all your life and you didn’t notice.’


‘You’re probably right.’


‘Is that where Forrest Gump wades into the water?’ She grabs my arm and shifts her body so she can crane her neck.


‘Yeah, I think so. It’s not my type of film. I’m more of a, you know . . .’ I do some manly pow-pow noises and point my fingers into a gun shape. ‘Action film fan. Die Hard is my favourite.’ 


‘Is that so?’ She smiles at me as if she already knows that my favourite film is really Love Actually, but it’s not like I’m going to admit that on a first date, even though there are lots of reasons why this is as much a man’s film as a woman’s – just take that dorky Colin character. He flies off to America and ends up with a gaggle of women swooning at his feet.


She leans her head back and gazes into the sky above. ‘This time tomorrow I’ll be up there somewhere, on my way back home.’ Her eyes close, the sun catching tiny bits of glitter in her eyeshadow.


Her whole demeanour changes when we arrive back outside her hotel. She smooths down her trousers and shrugs her hair back from her face.


‘It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Samuel.’ Her hand reaches out and I attempt to re-enact my fist bump from the day before. It isn’t a success.


‘Sophie, could we . . . grab a coffee? Tomorrow morning? Before you leave?’ Her mouth begins to open but then shuts, like she has taken a gulp of air that has filled her mouth and she can’t swallow it, but she nods and looks at me in a way that tells me what I need to know. She likes me, she wants to see me again, but it is such a cautious nod, so quickly executed that it’s as though her body has answered before she could keep it in check.


‘Shall-I-give-you-my-number?’ I ask. The words running into each other like a string of notes, not a melody with breaks and changes in tempo.


‘OK.’


‘Do you want to write it down?’ She shakes her head.


‘I’m good with numbers, I’ll remember it.’


I give her my number; her eyes look up to the sky as I say it. I hope that the numbers are clinging to her, not floating away into clouds.


She’s not going to call. My mouth is dry. I’ll never see her again. But then she leans forward and kisses me on the cheek.


‘Thank you, Samuel. It’s been a wonderful day.’ Her voice stays with me even though she is already running up the steps and out of my sight.


I’m just beginning to walk away when my phone vibrates against my leg.


How can you not like Marmite?


I wait until the clock says 22:30 until I ring her.


I don’t say hello and I don’t tell her it’s me; I don’t want to give her the chance for her head to rule her heart. ‘Meet me in the lobby at midnight . . . I have a surprise.’ Her reply isn’t sleepy or confused, it isn’t wary or suspicious; instead, she simply says, ‘OK.’


The taxi drops us at the park and we walk hand in hand along the path. I simply reach for hers and there it is, cold inside my palm, feeling like it has been there a thousand times before. The trees yawn and arch their backs, pulling the cover of night over their weary bodies. I pause opposite a fountain – a tower in the middle layered with ascending stones lit up with hidden bulbs – the sound of the water making me wish I’d gone to the toilet before I left the hotel. 


‘This spot is perfect,’ I say, taking off my backpack and retrieving the blanket, which I shake out and lay on the grass; then I begin placing battery-operated tea-lights around it.


‘Ah shite,’ I say, moving the small switch at the base of the candles back and forth, but the flame refuses to light. She takes it from my hand and pulls out a little tag from its base, the fake flame dancing in her palm. Her shoes, another pair of heels, are discarded. It’s strange to see her feet bare; they are so small, so perfectly formed that I can’t stop looking at them as she continues switching the candles on, her lips curving into a smile, her dimples deepening. I tear my gaze away from her feet in case she thinks I have some kind of foot fetish.


We sit on the blanket; her back is straight, her legs crossed like a child on the carpet in school. I empty the contents of my bag: a bottle of champagne, Tupperware boxes of sandwiches, plastic flutes.


‘So tell me a bit more about your family,’ she asks.


‘They’re loud.’


‘I can imagine,’ she answers with a sly smile. ‘And your sister . . . do you look like each other?’ 


I pop the champagne and pour her a glass. ‘My sister looks like a Celt. Have you seen that Disney film? Brave?’ Her forehead furrows as if I’ve just asked her if she watches hard-core porn. ‘Ah well, she looks like that, tall, red hair, green eyes. She’s a walking cliché. What about your family?’ 


She takes a long sip of her drink. ‘There’s nothing to tell you, really, we’re not close. We don’t look like Disney characters, that’s for sure. I have a step-sister, Helen, but I don’t see her very often. She lives in Shropshire. Is your mum a redhead, then, or just your sister?’


‘Nah, Mam has my colour hair and thinks she can save the world with a cup of tea and a custard cream.’ I turn to the Tupperware and pass her a smoked salmon sandwich which she takes from me, nibbling the edge with a slightly repulsed look.


‘What’s the matter?’ I ask, watching the struggle of the sandwich being forced down her throat, her hand reaching for the plastic flute and gulping the contents down.


‘I’m sorry.’ She places the triangle away from her. ‘I’m sorry after you’ve gone to so much trouble, but I don’t like salmon, it’s too . . . slimy.’ 


She shudders, but I delve back into my bag and produce a Marmite sandwich. Her face changes into a grin. Not the demure smiles she has controlled so far, but a big, open-mouthed beam. There is nothing dainty about the way she eats this time – the sandwich is devoured in two bites. This shocks me a little. This woman wearing a suit jacket for a midnight picnic can eat like a teenage boy. The sky hangs darkly above us as we lie down side by side. Sophie asks me about my childhood, about the things I got up to when me and my friend Connor used to say we were staying at each other’s houses.


‘What about your childhood? What did you used to get up to?’ I ask, topping up our glasses.


‘My childhood was dull really . . .’


‘What did you want to be when you grew up?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. I was just always good at maths, so . . . accounting.’


‘That was your childhood dream job? An accountant?’


‘You don’t have to say it like a dirty word,’ she answers, but I can hear the smile in her voice. ‘Anyway, I’m not an accountant any more . . .’


It’s past two in the morning before I pluck up the courage to do what I need to. I take her hands and pull her up and then sink down on one knee. She twists her blond hair around her finger as I produce a small box; from the amusement on her face I know she’s not expecting me to propose marriage.


‘You know my flight home is tomorrow, Samuel?’ she says, scooping her hair into a ponytail before letting it drop back down over her shoulder.


‘I know, that’s why I need to ask you. Sophie Williams, will you do me the honour of being my house guest for a week instead?’ I open the box and inside gleams my front door key. It’s my only key, actually, as I haven’t had time to get another one cut just yet.


‘I never take time off work, Samuel. I have to go back.’


‘Never?’ She shakes her head and begins chewing the inside of her thumbnail. I can tell she is considering it. ‘You analyse data, right?’ She nods. ‘Will that data have dramatically changed in a week’s time?’ She gives a little shake of her head. ‘So what you’re saying is . . .’ I begin ticking things off on my fingers, ‘you never take time off, which means your job isn’t at risk because you’re not taking the piss and having extra holidays.’ I tick off another finger. ‘Your work will still be there when you get back; the world isn’t going to end if you don’t analyse that oh-so-important data.’ Another finger is counted. ‘And you have a handsome, fun Irishman giving you free accommodation for a week in one of the most exciting cities in the world. Now would you just say yes already because my knee is killing me?’ I can see what I’m asking her is more than she is used to giving. She seems to be battling silent warnings against the idea and I hold my breath, hoping I’ve done enough to convince her that I am a good man.


‘No.’ The word erupts from her, seeming to take her by surprise. She covers her mouth, responding to the look of desolation that I can feel falling across my face. ‘But—’ I raise my eyebrows hopefully, ‘I will stay here, in DC, for a week. You can be my . . . tour guide.’ Her smile lights up her face and she begins to laugh. ‘I’ll ring them in the morning and tell them . . . I’m taking a holiday.’ 


As the taxi takes us back to her hotel, she falls asleep on my shoulder. The weight of her head against me feels familiar, feels right. Her hair smells of something expensive, something citrusy, and I let my fingers twirl the ends of it as I listen to the little noises she makes, the silent breath in and the slight gasp of sound as she breathes out.


The brakes squeal as we pull up, and her eyes open with a confused, almost alarmed look, but it’s ironed away as she sees me. Her eyebrows relax and her lips tilt into a shy smile as she straightens herself, opens the door and puts a foot on to the pavement before turning her head over her shoulder towards me.


‘Thank you, Samuel . . . today has been perfect.’






Chapter Five


Sophie


I stretch and shift myself up the bed, rearranging my new pyjamas, pulling my feet up and rolling over to face him. Last night, I’d fallen asleep watching Die Hard. He doesn’t have a DVD player downstairs so we’d brought popcorn and drinks up here. I don’t remember Samuel turning the TV off, but I do remember not wanting to move from his bed. 


Inside my shopping bags are the clothes I bought yesterday, the types of clothes that I haven’t worn for a long time. Flat boots instead of heels, jeans instead of trouser suits, jumpers and blouses that hang loosely around my frame, letting me breathe, letting me relax.


Yesterday, he took me out on paddle boats. From the people who watched us it would seem like a nice thing to do for someone. Look at that couple having a romantic trip across the water, look at how they are laughing, look at how they are so involved with each other that they barely even notice the beautiful scenery. They can’t see that the handsome man is afraid of the water, that that man with the broad shoulders and loud voice suffers from seasickness even on a paddle boat, that he is suffering this, bearing his own fear, for her.


With each day that passes, he gives something of himself to me, and I allow myself to accept these gifts, these parts of him that are filling the spaces inside me. I’ve been living my adult life filling my hunger with a career, snacking on snippets of success, not aware that I was starving, until I allowed myself a taste of this . . . fairy tale. I know that it won’t last, that this is just a fragile dream that I’m not strong enough to hold on to. My career is what is real and my life in London is what will keep me alive, but that didn’t stop me from agreeing to stay the night.


I study his face, his eyelids hiding the dreams beneath. Samuel sighs gently and reaches his arm around my waist. His skin is always warm, my skin always cold against his.


He hasn’t kissed me yet. It’s like our intimacies have started from the end of a relationship and are moving backwards against time. We started at the retirement end of the spectrum: holding hands and finishing each other’s sentences. Yesterday we moved into our middle ages: he has kissed my cheek, the top of my head; quick, snatched moments where his movement seemed to burst from him, the action controlling him rather than the other way around.


Tentatively, I reach for his hair which is resting on his eyebrow. It’s coarse and soft all at the same time and flicks back to the exact same position as it was before I touched it. I lean forward, stepping into adolescence. I ignore the voice inside that is telling me this will hurt even more when I leave, and let my lips brush his. His eyes flick open and we stare at each other. We don’t smile, we just stare. I kiss him again, his hand reaching for the back of my neck, our bodies seeking each other’s: there you are, how have I lived this long without you?


Our lovemaking is gentle, exquisite: love made. 






Chapter Six


Samuel


We haven’t left the house since the paddle boats. I don’t think that we’ve spent more than a few minutes not touching each other. I ran her a bath and sprinkled rose petals in; we laughed as we tried to get down to it in the bath, but the petals kept getting in the way.


She made us cheese toasties in the middle of the night, wearing just her underwear, and I watched every muscle in her body flex, listened to the way she hummed while she moved around the kitchen. I had planned to take her to watch the sunset, but we were too wrapped up in each other to leave the house. We took it in turns reading Anna Karenina to each other (she was so pleased when she found it in my bathroom that I didn’t have the heart to tell her it was Sarah’s).


‘Tolstoy?’ she asked, as she came back downstairs holding it in her hands. We lay naked and wrapped up in each other’s limbs until she fell asleep with the book in her hands; I don’t think she ever looked more beautiful than she did right then.


Today, we are venturing out into the world. Her hair smells like my shampoo; my clothes smell of her perfume. I’m taking her to an old renovated cinema that still has intervals and ushers and shows the old classics like Gone with the Wind. It is a two-hour journey and I have borrowed Bret’s convertible.


‘What is that?’ she asks, her eyebrows arched, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip.


‘What?’ I ask, rearranging the yellow woolly hat that Ma sent me in my most recent parcel. ‘My mam bought it for me.’ She reaches for the edge and helps shift it into position and drops a kiss on to my nose. My hands twist her red scarf around her neck. ‘The forecast is sunny,’ I say, pulling up her collar, ‘but cold, so we need to wrap up warm, even if it means me wearing a hat the colour of baby poo.’ Her nose wrinkles in disgust.


I turn on my playlist – ‘Belters’, I call it: Guns N’ Roses, Whitesnake, Def Leppard, and sing along at the top of my voice even though she keeps putting her fingers in her ears.


The journey passes and I ignore the feeling in the pit of my stomach, the nagging that warns me of the pain to come, that I won’t be able to see her soon, that she will be gone and that I may never see her again. We haven’t talked about what will happen when the week is over, when she returns to that job that seems to mean so much. Instead, I watch her as much as I can, remember every smile that she gives me, and try my hardest to make her want to stay.


My playlist finishes and switches to my ‘Tunes’. She bursts out laughing when ‘You’re the One That I Want’ explodes from the speakers swiftly followed by ‘Jesus Christ Superstar’.


‘What?’ I ask. ‘You can’t tell me that you didn’t want to sing along.’ She rolls her eyes but her leg is bouncing up and down as ‘All That Jazz’ starts. 


I pull into the car park and we climb out. Her cheeks are pink and the tip of her nose is red, and I find myself kissing the end of it.


‘It’s like kissing the tip of an ice cube,’ I say, my voice muffled. She’s always cold, I notice, and I add it to the list of things that I’m trying to store in my memory. Her hands sneak beneath my shirt and I shriek.


‘You scream like a girl,’ she whispers into my ear, slipping her hand in mine, leaning against me as we walk into the cinema.


I balance an overflowing box of popcorn against my chest as I fumble with the tickets. Sophie walks ahead into the small auditorium, which must only seat about sixty people, making her way towards the front, but I stop her.


‘We have to sit at the back.’ I nod with my head towards the back row.


‘But the seats in the middle are better.’ She frowns.


‘It’s not romantic to sit in the middle. We have to snog on the back seats.’ Two elderly women on the seats in front turn their heads to look in our direction. I grin at them and they chuckle back as Sophie hesitates, rolls her eyes and then follows me to the red-velvet covered seats.


I hate Gone with the Wind, but I knew she would love it. I don’t watch the screen anyway; I watch her and I list the things I need to remember: her fingers can craft a sugar packet into a flower without her eyes leaving the screen; she always puts popcorn in her mouth one kernel at a time, pop, pop, pop, pop, pop; she crosses her right leg over her left and taps her foot twice before she settles; she always covers her mouth with her hand when she laughs so much that she snorts; she pulls at her earlobe when she’s thinking . . . and she sometimes looks at me like she’s afraid of me.






Chapter Seven


Sophie


Our hands swing in time to our steps, our fingers entwined as we walk around the edge of the lake. The trees are bowing majestically around it, their burnt oranges and reds reflecting perfectly in the water, like the poster-paint butterflies that I used to make as a child – blobs of autumn stretching out and folding into the water: a perfect print.


Nights spent in bed but without sleep, and my approaching departure, are making us both edgy. He stops walking as a russet leaf falls into my hair, his green eyes narrowing in concentration as he delicately plucks it from beneath my scarlet hat, his strong fingers opening my palm and placing the leaf inside, closing my hands gently around it.


‘To take with you,’ he says quietly, dancing around the subject of me leaving. I’ve been pushing it away, putting it in a locked cabinet, filing it away to be dealt with at a later date, but the drawer keeps sliding open: the woman in white, the woman in heels whose armour protects her from the girl she once was, keeps opening it. The time we are spending together is a fantasy; it isn’t real. My life in London is real. ‘Stay,’ he says, smiling at me and tucking a stray piece of hair behind my ears.


‘I can’t stay . . . my job—’


‘Ah yes. The job,’ he replies sadly. ‘Couldn’t you, you know, do that for another company?’


‘No,’ I say with finality. ‘I’ve worked my ass off to get where I am, Samuel.’


‘But—’


‘Don’t you feel that way about your job? You left home to work over here, didn’t you? To work in your, what do you call it? Emerald City?’


‘Yeah, but—’


‘Can we not talk about work? I’m on holiday, remember?’ I turn to him and kiss him, looking deep into his eyes, trying to convey that the subject is too hard for me to talk about.


I’m lying on his bare chest as it rises up and down, the duvet pushed to the end of the bed, the curtains still open even though it’s dark outside.


‘You smell like strawberries,’ he says, kissing the top of my head. I look at my nails running through the dark hair on his chest; they’re stained pink beneath.


‘You should have let me finish getting dessert ready,’ I yawn. ‘The meringues will be all mushy.’


‘Mushy meringues are my favourite.’ He runs his fingers up and down my spine. ‘Soph . . . maybe, maybe I could come to London? Maybe I could get a job in the UK? I’ve got an interview next week for a promotion. I’m going to pitch an idea to the board next week, and if they like it, it could really get me noticed; if I left as head of IT I bet I could easily get a decent job over there.’ 


‘What’s your idea?’ My eyes begin to close, sleep deprivation catching up with me. 


He shifts further up the bed. ‘OK, so, you know how search engines work, how they find recommendations for your next purchase, shite like that?’ His voice changes, the excitement making me open my eyes and my body turn so I can look up at him. ‘Well, what about if a piece of software was developed that could use this data, real-time data, to show how products are selling. What if—’ Heat courses through my body as he speaks, my blood rushing in my ears and my hands beginning to shake. ‘What if they use this information in a bank, if we could use it at Greenlight—’


Greenlight. He works for Greenlight. 


‘—we could streamline our loan applications, make the whole process faster. It could cut our losses on bad investments, we could see what is trending right at the moment of application. Just think of it, it could put us ahead in the market.’ 


How could I be so reckless?


I try to stop listening. I try to ignore his words as they sink their teeth into my skin, as they claw at my insides.


I have to leave. I have to get as far away from him as possible. 


This could destroy my career; this could destroy me. If they find out I’m sleeping with a man from the company we’re about to take over – if they find out he knows about the software that we’re about to develop – I’ll be finished. They would never believe that his idea is just a coincidence, and why would they? I hardly believe it myself. Panic fills me as I sort through our conversations.


‘Let’s not talk about work any more, Samuel.’ I try to control the tremor in my voice, hoping that he can’t hear it. ‘I’m tired.’ I enact a dramatic yawn. ‘Let’s just enjoy . . . this.’ He catches my yawn as I concentrate on calming my breathing, making my body sink into his, fighting the tears beneath my eyelids and trying not to think that the last part of myself that I will give to Samuel is a yawn.




WINTER




Week One


Sophie


I close my eyes and rub my temple, a sigh escaping my lips. My eyelids open and blink at the laptop screen, my manicured fingers fluttering and kicking across the keyboard, describing the new strategy that will get me that promotion: work, work, work. I pause for a moment, tuck my hair behind my ear, then glance at the television which has been entertaining the walls of my house with grey and blue flashes. The movie has grabbed my attention – a forties musical. My hair whispers past my ear, and my mouth smiles. The laptop screen glares at me but I’m distracted; something about the way the leading male is delivering his line has reminded me of Samuel.


‘Your eyes are the colour of tea.’ 


I shake my head, grab the controller and turn the television off. No time for distractions.


It’s past one in the morning when I finally go to bed. A suit hangs inside my white, high-gloss wardrobe and a pair of black, five-inched heels await my stockinged feet. With numbers and flight details rushing around my head, I close my eyes, giving a small smile as I drift off to sleep: the image of the glass teacup swirling its amber liquid, drowning out financial reports. 


A mere five hours later, my hand reaches for the alarm. I stretch, smooth down my white vest over the flat stomach that my recent stomach bug has created and open my eyes. The memory of Samuel took over my dreams last night, just as it has every night since I left him. Familiar feelings of apprehension gurgle and skip at the thought of seeing him this week, and I’m nervous about how he will be around me after so long, and rightly so.


Samuel’s phone calls and texts came relentlessly that first week. I tried to ignore him, but they just kept coming. In the end he left me no choice. I sent him one reply: 


Thanks for a wonderful week, Samuel, but it’s over now. I wish you all the best, goodbye. Sophie.


And then I blocked his number . . . and cried for a week.


I shake the memories of him; I have to forget the woman I was during my time with Samuel, the woman who fell in love with a man only to leave him without an explanation in the middle of the night.


The taxi purrs patiently by the roadside as my handbag clicks shut: lipstick, passport, tickets, purse, tampons, hidden from view. I close the front door firmly behind me, pulling along my suitcase past the snowdrops, their heads braving the edges of winter.


‘Mornin’, Sophie. Airport again, is it?’


‘Good morning, Bert. Yes, please.’


‘Where are you off to, then?’


‘Washington DC,’ I reply. Bert gives a whistle and I can’t help but meet his impressed expression in the rear-view mirror.


‘Haven’t you been there before? Last year, wasn’t it?’


‘Yes, in the autumn.’ The memory of him hits me, as it does so often; his green eyes narrowed in concentration as he delicately plucked the leaf from beneath my scarlet hat.
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