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Praise for Eight Perfect Hours


‘The sweetest, most romantic, most heartwarming book!’


MARIAN KEYES


‘An absolute dream of a book, I couldn’t love it more’


LINDSEY KELK


‘I read Eight Perfect Hours in one sitting, I couldn’t bear to put it down’


JODI PICOULT


‘A beautiful, intricately woven story, so romantic and so charming’


BETH O’LEARY


‘A dream of a modern love story. This feel-good read is sprinkled with magic … romantic perfection’


HOLLY MILLER


‘Every page was a joy to read. So gorgeously written, hilarious and full of warmth’


JESSICA RYN


‘Funny, sweet and romantic’


DEBBIE JOHNSON


‘Perfectly poignant and beautifully romantic. I adored it’


ALEX BROWN


‘I adored it! Exactly the sort of love story I was craving’


PAIGE TOON




For Ben,
the one on the other end of my red thread.
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An invisible red thread connects those who are destined to meet, regardless of time, place and circumstance. The thread may stretch or tangle. But it will never break.


– ancient Chinese proverb




Chapter One


To Noelle. My girl. My best friend.


Here it is. A letter from past me, to future you. God, it’s so strange writing this, knowing fifteen years from now, you’re actually going to be reading these words. The Future Noelle Butterby! I wonder where you’ll be, and who you’ll end up becoming. I suppose that’s what this is for – to write down our predictions and hopes for each other. (And you’d better have put Leo DiCaprio in my letter, Elle, and not just a date and a measly kiss goodnight either. I’m talking sweaty car scene in Titanic, with added Boyz II Men songs and less iceberg-related deaths, obviously.)


Now. On to my hopes for you, Future Noelle, and I have plenty.


Firstly, I hope you’re so busy that you almost forget to come tonight – to be there when they take the time capsule out of the ground. I hope you arrive straight off a plane from … LA maybe? Indonesia? Oh! What about Queensland, land of hot scuba diving instructors? Well. Wherever it is, all I know is you’ll be so well-travelled that your kids will be named after cool faraway villages nobody’s heard of and you’ll be the sort to slip into French mid-conversation ‘by accident’.


Secondly, I hope your life is full of love. Yeah, yeah, I know, classic cliché, classic me, but I do. I really do. Bursting with it! Butterflies, goosebumps, can’t-eat, make-you-puke love. I’d mention your soulmate – the one on the other end of your red thread – but I don’t want to make your eyes roll so much they get stuck in the back of your head, because you want to be able to look at the man. Because he’ll be totally hot. A charmer too. And so tall, he’ll give you a neck ache. Maybe he’ll even have to shop for special shoes because his feet will be that big. Only the best for you, my friend. Just wait and see.


I hope you find that job that doesn’t feel like work.


I hope you eventually nail the pizza dough recipe we screw up every single weekend.


I hope you ride that hot air balloon, that you spend a summer night sleeping outside somewhere under the stars (no tents). I hope you take that all-night sleeper train. But mostly, I hope you’re happy, Noelle Butterby. That by now, you see what I see – all that power and kindness and light – and you’ve let it rip from inside of you. Shown the world that you are here.


And lastly (because the size of the paper and envelope they’ve given us is so small, it’s an actual joke), I hope wherever we are, we’ll keep on talking to each other, no matter what. And remember, at least when we can’t be together, we just have to close our eyes and pretend.


Love you, Noelle.


Always,


Daisy x


I’m not exactly sure where I thought I’d be at this moment in time. If you’d asked me fifteen years ago, said, ‘So, Noelle, where do you think you’ll be on the ninth of March, fifteen years from now?’ I’m sure I’d have probably said something like, ‘happy, settled down’, or ‘like something out of those Park Christmas catalogue adverts, I expect. You know. Nice house, smiling jumper-wearing husband, one of those posh corner sofas.’ One thing is certain, though, I wouldn’t have expected this. Me, alone, stranded in my car on a snowy stand-still motorway, my phone dead, tears removing my make-up quicker than any fancy product ever could. And my heart, breaking, just a little. A bit of a mess, really. Of all the things I might’ve expected tonight, being a mess certainly wasn’t one of them. Not even close.


I might’ve known this evening was set to be a disaster – ‘go to shit’ as my brother Dilly would say. The unexpected slow-drifting snow and in March of all months, the painful, stop-start traffic, the phone charger port in my ancient car dying again, arriving over half an hour late despite leaving home right on time and having planned the journey bloody meticulously. Someone a little more superstitious might say they were all tiny warning signs or something – hints of things to come. Desperate little waves from the universe to ‘turn back now, Noelle!’ and ‘Halt! I know you think it’s only right that you go tonight, and I know it’s been fifteen years, but trust us when we say it’ll be shower-of-arrows levels of deflating, and you’re far better off turning round now and spending two days’ wages in that little drive-thru Krispy Kreme and eating several dozen all the way home.’ But despite myself, I was optimistic. Totally sick with a belly full of nervous eels, yes, of course, but I was hopeful. Even a little excited. To see my old college again – old classmates grown up, old classrooms, the cafeteria in which we ate greasy chips and countless rubbery baked potatoes. To finally get to read the letter Daisy wrote to me before she died, and to collect the camera too; her final gorgeous moments captured safely on the film inside. Plus, I might see Ed again. We’d talk. Maybe even get a drink together, talk about where we went wrong – where we went to shit.


Snow flurries faster against the windscreen of my car now, like an upturned snow globe. We haven’t moved for ages. I’m not sure how long it’s been exactly, but it’s been long enough to send a text to Mum to tell her I’m stuck in traffic before my phone died in my hand, and long enough to read Daisy’s letter under the lemon syrup glow of my car’s interior light. There’s been plenty of time to cry too, and so much so I’ve had to blow my nose on the neon-green microfibre cloth we keep in the glovebox to demist the windows, and hope no other drivers witnessed it. It was seeing Daisy’s handwriting that did it – the tiny Cs for the dots on the Is, like new moons – and hearing her lively, musical voice in my head as I read. Her little jokes. The mention of the red thread – a quote she’d read in a book and talked dreamily about for weeks. And seeing it all in black and white: everything I haven’t done.


Behind me, a driver beeps their horn pointlessly, causing someone else to do the same. As if it’ll help, as if it’ll even have the slightest influence on the lines and lines of bumper-to-bumper traffic. A hot surge of panic bubbles up inside me. I swallow it down.


Surely we’ll be moving again soon. There must be hundreds of us here on the dual carriageway – thousands even, all with homes and places and people to get to. They won’t leave us here for long before clearing or sorting whatever’s causing this, will they? The taillights of the car in front of me go out as if answering, ‘Yes. Yes, they will, actually, Noelle,’ and again, like fizz in the neck of a bottle, the panic rises in my chest. I turn up the radio.


The camera wasn’t there. That’s something that hasn’t helped with the tears situation either, the fact Daisy’s camera full of twenty-four undeveloped photos wasn’t there, in the time capsule. And granted, lots of things weren’t there tonight, including half of the attendees who’d sent in their RSVPs for the reunion, the photographer from the local paper, and the barbecue and beer tents the college had advertised. The snow and traffic had thwarted everything. But I know Daisy had put her camera in her plastic envelope along with her letter before it was buried all those years ago, and I’d known just from the weight of it when they handed it to me tonight, that it wasn’t inside.


‘I’m afraid we haven’t unburied everything, because of the weather,’ the new head of history said, sleeves rolled up, her cheeks a flustered cranberry-red. ‘A lot of envelopes are in this time capsule, but the rest are in the other one which is still in the ground, and will be until we reschedule the reunion, unfortunately.’ The hall behind me echoed and chattered with disappointed ex-students catching up with old friends with plastic cups of cheap wine, condensing lifetimes into ten-minute anecdotes, flapping about the weather, about cancelled trains, about what a shame it was that the night had been ruined by snow.


‘It’s just – the camera was in here,’ I’d said, ‘inside this envelope.’


‘I see,’ the woman said. ‘As I said, it could be in the other vessel.’ She’d handed me a pen and clipboard then. ‘If you leave your details here, we’ll let you know when we reschedule the event. And if we find anything.’ And that was it – a scribble squashed on the bottom of a wonky register of names, before someone in a high-vis jacket pushed to the front to say they were going to close the doors in ten minutes. And it was then, turning away, heart sagging, my letter and Daisy’s envelope in my hand, that I saw Ed. Twenty-six and a half months since we broke up – since he got on that plane to America and flew almost five thousand miles away from me, there he was. Mere metres away in the college lobby, among bewildered ex-students and chattering voices, golden-skinned and bright-eyed and fresh in that intangible way people are after coming home again. New experiences and new places written all over them, a sheen on their skin. And he saw me immediately. Our eyes stuck like glue. And … nothing. Not even a nod. Not even a tiny, awkward smile. Just a frozen, icy moment, before he turned and the automatic doors swallowed him up. Twelve years of memories together, of Sunday roasts and Christmases and mini breaks and watching me bleach my stomach hairs, and not even worth a smile you’d toss a stranger in a supermarket apparently. God. Beyond depressing. Doughnuts. I should’ve chosen the bloody doughnuts.


Snow relentlessly tumbles outside, and as if synchronised, the sea of orange brake-lights illuminating the slushy road ahead start to go out one by one, like blown flames. Drivers giving up, engines killed.


‘A tune now,’ says the DJ on the radio, ‘to warm us all up. And what a swizz we can never have this at Christmas, eh, because it really is coming down out there.’


And he’s right. It is. Snow. Proper bloody thick, settling snow. And there is my phone, dead beside me, a black mirror on the passenger seat. No way of being able to pass the time scrolling on Instagram or Twitter, or replying to my friend Charlie’s text about Ed (‘the man is a colossal prick, Noelle. A spineless little dweeb’), no way of dissecting it like two cut-price detectives, the whole non-exchange. And of course, no way of calling Mum – calling anyone for that matter. I try the charger cord again. Of course, nothing happens.


I let out a pointless, ‘Shiiiiiiiiiit!’ and cover my damp, hot face with my hands. A Harry Styles song plays on the radio – something about strawberries on a summer evening – and I could laugh at the irony of it, the temperature gauge at minus five staring brazenly back at me, cars bumper to bumper on the road ahead, iced like buns. I can’t be stuck here. I can’t. Mum. What will I do about Mum if I’m stuck here for longer than an hour or two?


It takes twenty tense minutes for the traffic sign ahead to light up its cheery Broadway letters to spell: M4 CLOSED MAJOR DELAYS, two minutes for the tears to start again (and for the demisting cloth to enter stage right again), and another five before there’s a rap of knuckles on my passenger window.




Chapter Two


‘Uh, hi. Do – do you need any help?’


I stare at the man through the tiny crack in the passenger window, serious brown eyes, jet black lashes, squinting, as thick snowflakes fall.


‘Um. I – I was …’ My voice is thick, as if there are balled socks in my throat. ‘I was trying to––’


‘It’s just I saw you with the phone,’ he cuts in. He motions waving his arm in the air in a deranged sort of way, before pushing his hand back into his coat pocket.


‘Oh. I see.’ Brilliant. Just as I feared, other drivers did see my in-car meltdown. The tears, the swearing at nobody, the bloody microfibre cloth the colour of ravers’ knickers. ‘I had no signal,’ I say, clearing my throat, sitting straighter, as if to prove I am very stable indeed. ‘And now I have no battery. I was trying to get through to my mum.’ I hold up my lifeless phone. ‘I did manage to send a text though, before it died. Luckily.’


The man glances to his side at the road ahead, then back at me through the glass. ‘OK, well – if you need to borrow a phone or a charger cord – I guess, just shout.’ He’s American, this stranger. Very American. My brother Dilly would probably be able to correctly guess which state he’s from after hearing just a few words from his mouth. Dilly is obsessed with all things America. The food, the movies, the funky little mailboxes and how everyone eats cobbler (his words, not mine). He once even dated a man from Boston and spoke for a week in an American accent so obscure, that Ian next door sat us down and asked us very gently if he thought it was possible – and don’t be alarmed – that Dilly might’ve suffered an allergic reaction.


‘Ah, thanks. But it’s not the charger,’ I tell the American. ‘It’s the port. The actual erm – plug socket?’


‘Ah.’


‘Idiot brother broke it. Connecting up a laptop. Two days he was home for, borrowed the car, and that was it. Desperately needed to mix a demo apparently. He only went out for tomato puree.’


‘Right.’


‘It’s a super old car,’ I waffle on, as if this poor bloke cares, but I’m flustered, and short answers or silences beg for it, with me. I can’t help but want to fill up the space with words. Plus, he’s – well, there’s no arguing with science and nature. He’s really quite attractive, this man. Like … very. ‘The heater gets stuck on cold,’ I drone on. ‘And sometimes the car even locks us in and point-blank refuses to let us out again.’


‘I see,’ is all he says, but I see a tiny twitch of a smile through the misty glass as if he somehow knows the heater is only broken because I spilled a can of Tizer on the dial. ‘Well, if you need to charge it, I’m …’ He throws a glance over his shoulder to a parked black car beside mine, the interior light on inside, the door slightly ajar, ‘… just there.’


‘Oh.’ I nod. ‘OK. Thank you. But I’m sure we’ll be moving again in a few minutes.’


‘Optimistic,’ he says, as if to himself.


‘Yes. Well, I hope.’ And I do – I have to. Because Mum isn’t used to being home alone, without me, and if I think too hard about it, about being stuck here, and about this whole disastrous evening, I might cry again, and this man – this whole motorway, in fact – has seen quite enough. Plus, I’m not expected home until after ten, which means there is still an hour to get there as normal, with no drama, no awkward encounters with strangers and strange cars and Americans with funky mailboxes.


‘OK then.’ He straightens, gives an awkward nod.


‘Thanks,’ I say, ‘for offering,’ and a moment later, my window is firmly shut, and he’s back inside his car beside me on the frozen tarmac.




Chapter Three


It’s amazing how painfully slowly half an hour passes when you don’t have a phone. I don’t like to think I’m addicted to my phone, or if I am, I’m certainly nowhere near as enslaved to it as my friend Charlie, who spends every Sunday night strategizing how not to use her phone. ‘I’ve spent a working week on my phone, Noelle, despite telling every poor shit who’ll listen that I have no time,’ she’ll say. ‘I used to get off on meditation. I used to get off on men with beards. But no, not now. Now I get off on a screen and an internet connection. It’s sad. A modern-day tragedy.’ But without my phone, all there is to do is stare through the windscreen, nibbling my fingernails raw, watching people duck out of their cars and into bushes to pee, reaching deep inside their car boots pulling out dusty old blankets or packets from shopping bags as the snow just keeps on falling. A few moments ago, a driver in the next lane proudly pulled out a five-string banjo.


News headlines roll in again on the radio, but they’re all the same as they were twenty minutes ago. Something about a footballer and a court case, then the nasally announcements of snow blankets parts of the UK. Major delays. Roads closed. The public are advised to not travel unless necessary.


And maybe I should’ve listened to Mum – her pleas for me to stay home. ‘Gary at number twenty-one put on Facebook that it’s set to snow six inches, Noelle,’ she’d said before I left, clutching the collars of her blush-pink dressing gown. ‘And he’s always right. He used to work for Millets.’ But then, Mum doesn’t travel, even when it is necessary. It’s been three years since she went anywhere at all, or should I say, any further than the recycling bins in the front garden and the eight-weekly trip to the hairdresser and back which she attends as if she is under house arrest and only has an allotted forty-five-minute window before the cops turn up to throw her over the bonnet of a car and chain her hands together. In and out, no cup of tea, no small talk at the till. If I listened to her, I wouldn’t really go anywhere. And where would the pair of us end up then?


I glance over at the American in his car. I keep thinking he’ll catch me looking longingly over, like some sort of perv at a smoky bar, but the more time passes, and the more I try, again and again, fiddling pointlessly with the charger socket, taking out the wire and plugging it back in again, the more I have to accept: I need help. Because I need to get through to Mum, and it’s obvious now, with bush wees and banjos as evidence, we’re not going to be moving any time soon.


I push open my car door and get out. Snow showers my face as I slip on my coat. This borrowed, thin-as-cigarette-paper dress: definitely one of my shittier ideas. It’s freezing.


The American is looking down at something in his lap when I approach the car. A book, I think, or is that a newspaper? He looks up when I knock against the glass and the window glides down. The smell of warm coffee and new car leather puffs through the gap into the cold air.


‘Hey,’ he says.


‘I really hate to ask, but if I could just use a charger––’


‘Sure. Shall I take the phone and let you know when it’s charged, or do you … wanna hop in, or …’


He trails off, thumb pointing lazily over his shoulder to the inside of his car.


Ugh, this is awkward, this situation. It’d feel weird passing my phone through a stranger’s window, tell him to keep checking whether it has enough charge for a call, hoping he doesn’t glance at any of the messages that might come through, because it isn’t exactly unusual for Charlie to send a photo of the new tattoo she’s penned on Theo’s hairy inner thigh on a whim, or a zoomed-in photo of Orlando Bloom’s paparazzied knob with the message, ‘Just some more evidence to back up my Some Penises Can Be Beautiful stance.’ But it also feels weird to jump in a stranger’s car, regardless of how stationary it is, regardless of how lovely and normal he seems, and how very much unlike a serial killer. I’d rather do neither in normal circumstances. But these aren’t exactly normal circumstances, are they? A man, chatting across the lane to a police officer triumphantly pulls a two-foot-long supermarket baguette out of his back seat as if to prove the point.


‘I suppose I’ll quickly jump in,’ I say, ‘if that’s OK?’


The American’s car is a grown-up’s car – the sort that has heated seats. The sort that has a sensible handful of loose change and a neat package of pocket-sized tissues in the glove box in case of crying or nose-blowing emergencies. I doubt the American has ever drunk Tizer in here. I doubt he’s ever spread a McChicken sandwich meal across the passenger seat in Asda’s car park and rubbed spilled ketchup into the seat until it blended with the fabric, either.


‘Do you want to use my phone to make a call first?’ the American asks.


‘Oh, um – she won’t pick up.’ I shut the car door behind me. ‘My mum. She doesn’t pick up calls from numbers she doesn’t recognise.’


‘Oh. OK.’ The radio is on – something folky; slow, husky vocals, the gentle, picking of a guitar – and the heaters hum quietly. He fishes around in the arm rest between us and pulls out a charger, plugging one end into a port below the stereo. He holds the other end out to me. ‘Here.’


‘Ah. Thanks.’ I plug in my phone, rest it in my lap. Warm relief trickles through me like brandy as the charging emblem blinks onto the screen. I blow out a ‘Phew,’ and he smiles.


There’s silence now, both of us turning to stare ahead through the snowy blur of the windscreen. I fiddle with a button on my coat. The American straightens in his seat, picks at a thread on the thigh of his jeans. He glances quickly at me, catches me doing the same, and we both give one of those polite, just-for-strangers smiles. He has a nice face – the sort of intangibly nice face you can’t quite put into words. When Charlie was dating, she used to scroll the Plenty of Fish app and say, ‘I just want a man with one of those nice faces, you know? Just one of those friendly, trustworthy, earthy sort of faces that make you feel like Yeah. I’d follow you into the woods, dude, and know there’s a high probability I’d remain intact.’ Yes. The American has one of those faces.


‘Coming down out there,’ I say, because, well, let’s face it, I need to say something. ‘They said on the forecast it’d be light, if at all.’


The American ducks to look out of the windscreen, two perfect watermelon slices made by the wipers in the snow. ‘Yeah. Although – I guess it sort of is light.’


‘Is it?’


He gives a shrug. ‘Well, light if you compare it to the snow in – Toyama or Syracuse or something.’


‘Or … the North pole,’ I add weakly, and he smiles and says, ‘Sure. Or the North pole.’


Snow flurries down outside, the snowflakes like duck feathers as if from a gigantic burst pillow in the sky, and a new song begins on the radio. There’s a beat of awkward silence. I’ll leave. As soon as I have the tiniest drop of charge, I’ll get out­—


‘Are you close to home?’ he asks.


‘Sort of. Half-an-hour away,’ I tell him, and he nods, tells me he’s on his way to the airport now, to go home.


‘And where is home?’ Dilly would give anything now, to place a bet on a state, see if he’s right.


‘The US. Oregon?’


‘Really?’ I realise I sound high-pitched, shocked, and his dark eyebrows rise. And I can’t tell him why. That it was where Ed went. That it was where I was meant to go too, with him, to start anew. Until I couldn’t. Until I had no choice but to stay. ‘I just – I um, I had a pen pal from Portland once.’ I change routes. Still true, but not quite the heavy My Doctor Boyfriend Left Me for a Hospital in Oregon story he didn’t ask for.


‘Seriously?’


‘I was thirteen,’ I say. ‘It was a school thing. We all got allocated an international pen pal and something happened and, I don’t know, he was off school for six weeks. Or maybe he just wanted to avoid my letters, which was probably wise …’


The American chuckles. He has a nice laugh. Warm, genuine. And it makes me relax a little.


‘… so I got this very uninterested genius instead. Only lasted two letters. I think she found me really boring. She talked about pre-history and Socrates, and I just remember listing some facts about Brian from The Backstreet Boys.’


He chuckles again. ‘I’m not far from Portland, actually,’ he says. ‘Well, an hour or two. I’m by the coast.’


‘The coast. Sounds nice.’


A traffic announcement bursts through the soft folky music, and he quickly reaches forward to turn down the volume. He tries to find the music again, pressing a touch-screen arrow a few times, then settles on a random station. Another awkward, just-for-strangers smile passes between us both.


I click the side button on my phone. The battery sign blinks on and off. Of course. Of course it’s going to take its sweet time while I’m stuck in a car with a stranger. ‘My phone’s still really dead,’ I tell him, ‘sorry. I just need enough to make a call, it shouldn’t be much longer …’


He lifts a shoulder to his ear. ‘It’s cool,’ he says. ‘Plus, maybe – to pass the time?’ He picks up a folded newspaper from the side of the seat and holds it up, showing an unfinished crossword, red biro scrawled roughly in some of the squares. ‘Two heads are better than one, right?’


I pause. ‘Usually.’


‘Usually?’


‘In the case of crosswords, one head, and one that isn’t mine is probably better. In the case of geography too actually.’


He smiles. A comma-shaped dimple appears in his cheek and something glitters inside my stomach, like a spark. ‘Well, you knew Portland was in Oregon.’


‘That’s true.’


‘There you go. Most people over here hear me speak and say New York? Or Are you from California? Do you know Keanu Reeves?’


I laugh. ‘Yeah, no other states exist to us, I’m afraid.’


‘No?’


‘No, afraid not. To us, everyone works for Paramount Pictures and goes to prom and probably knows someone called Chad––’ I freeze. ‘God, and of course now I’m worrying you’re called Chad and I obviously didn’t mean—’


‘Sam. I’m Sam.’


‘Sam.’ Sam. Makes sense. He looks like a Sam. Sam’s a strong, classic, safe name, and I feel certain somehow, he is also those things. ‘I’m Noelle.’


‘Noelle. Like––’


‘Christmas, yeah.’


‘I was going to say … Gallagher.’ His cheek twitches in an awkward, shy smile and I can’t tell if he’s joking or not.


‘That’s Noel. I’m Noelle. No-elle. Noel but with an extra L and E on the end. Very important detail.’


He nods. ‘Noelle.’


I smile. ‘Correct.’


He brings a biro to the newspaper on his lap. ‘OK, Noelle not-Gallagher. How are you with ancient philosophers? Sixteen down is kind of torturing me.’




Chapter Four


‘Oh, Noelle, I can’t believe it. Do you have food? Drink? Are you warm enough? It’s all over the local news. Lorry got into trouble apparently. Thank God nobody’s hurt. But now with all the snow too, oh, God, it’s a nightmare – you’re OK, are you?’


‘I’m fine, Mum. But are you OK?’


‘Ian’s here.’


‘Is he? Really?’


‘He was passing! How lucky is that? He popped in to see to the gate next door. The new tenants were moaning about it. I said to him – I said Noelle and I are always saying that new tenant seems stuffy, like she’s got a broom jammed up her arse – that you smiled when you took the bins out and she ignored you. Doesn’t surprise me that she complained about the gate, of all things––’


‘Will he stay?’


‘Ian, she’s asking if you’ll stay. He – right. Yes. He says he’ll stay until you get back. I’m sure you’ll be home by – elevenish, do you think?’


‘I don’t know if I’ll be back by eleven, Mum. We’re at a total standstill––’


‘Oh, Noelle––’


‘I’ll be home as soon as I can, I promise. But look, I don’t have a lot of battery––’


‘Don’t you? She’s running out of battery, Ian. What? Ian says to switch your phone to airplane mode, save the battery, and to get off the phone now to be safe––’


‘It’s fine. A guy next to me offered to let me charge it in his car, so I’ve just been sitting in there. But I don’t know how long I can charge it for––’


‘A stranger? Oh Christ, please be careful.’


‘It’s fine, Mum. He’s fine. He was parked next to me. American. On his way to the airport.’


‘Oh. Oh. I see. Right. OK. Is he … your age?’


‘Um. Yes, I suppose—’


‘Tall? Good looking?’


‘I … I don’t know. Yes? Yes, I guess, he – he seems to have long legs. Look, Mum, I’m getting soaked, I’m standing outside––’


‘Well, you know what Dilly said about that American he went out with.’


‘Mum––’


‘Very lively. Full of energy, very fit, you know. And not afraid to show it off either. Walked around nude apparently, making breakfast, don’t you remember? Pancakes. That’s what they eat, you know. Not for dessert either. For breakfast.’


‘I’m going now.’


‘With scrambled eggs.’


‘Bye, Mum. I’ll be home as soon as I can.’


It’s amazing how quickly an hour and a half passes when you’re having one of those conversations – the unexpected effortless kind that makes you feel as though you can’t get the words out of your mouth quick enough. Ones where minutes slip into hours but seem to bring the world outside of your little bubble to a complete standstill. A flaming meteor could hit, and you wouldn’t even look up and say, ‘Oh, did you feel that? That little tremor?’


My phone sprang to life over an hour ago, yet still I find myself in the warmth of American Sam’s car. Still. I can’t believe it either.


I’d ducked outside to call Mum when my battery charged to ten per cent, awkwardly hovering at the open car door, zipping up my coat on the concrete, unsure whether or not I should just thank him and say goodbye. Because I had enough charge now to do what I needed to – check on Mum, arrange for Ian to stay with her, to help her up to bed. But Sam and I were in the middle of a conversation I was desperate to get back to – ghosts, for some reason, and the best thing we’d ever eaten. And to be honest, simply and totally unexpectedly (and slightly guiltily): I was having such a nice time.


‘You could uh – charge up your phone some more,’ Sam had suggested, leaning across from the driver’s seat, hair bristling in the gentle but icy breeze. He has such nice hair. Thick, dark, probably smells like showers and coconuts. ‘If you want to.’


And I’d nodded from the road, phone in hand, relieved that he’d asked. ‘Plus, we haven’t finished that crossword yet, have we?’ I’d joked, and he’d laughed and said, ‘Yeah, I’m not sure we ever will.’


I tingled as I spoke to Mum on the road, snowflakes falling relentlessly, as if from a lifetime supply – that lovely deep exhale of relief once I knew she was OK, and that warm-blooded feeling of having had fun. Away from home. With someone new. Even when I rack my brains, I can’t remember the last time that happened. Years. Definitely years. And I’d forgotten the fizz of it, I think – of meeting a fresh, new person, and that purging you can do when to each other you’re clean slates, and everything shared is new and interesting and a little bit of universe expanding. Maybe that was part of the guilt too, besides Mum, knowing she’d be worrying – that it’s been so long.


‘So, this slightly bonkers-sounding alpine guide thing,’ I say. Sam is swivelled to face me in the driver’s seat, his broad back against the car window. ‘Your job …’


‘My job.’


‘Do you get to go all over? Travel a lot – go here and there?’ A mountaineer. Sam is an actual mountaineer.


He nods. ‘Wherever I’m needed. Although, my base is in Oregon right now – place called Mount Hood? They run summit programmes and I’m a guide with a few other climbers. But not sure for how much longer.’


‘Mount Hood,’ I repeat. ‘I say that I like know it. My mountain knowledge is – well, it’s shite, to be honest.’


Sam laughs, that little crescent of a dimple in his cheek. ‘Ah, it’s super high, super snowy, super mountainy. That’s all there is to know, right?’


‘Wait, so, you climb icy mountains?’


Sam smiles shyly, taps the side of his finger absentmindedly on the steering wheel. ‘Are you going to ask me if I worry about plummeting to my death again?’


‘You leave me no choice. Sorry.’


I keep drifting from my body and watching myself from the other side of the window, and I’m ninety-nine per cent sure the Noelle Butterby outside with her nose pressed against the glass is silently muttering, ‘Kindly, what the fuck is happening to us here?’ Because things like this don’t happen. Not really, not in real life. Especially to me. People like Charlie, yes, I’d almost expect this to happen to her. Before the baby, she and her husband Theo were always out, always falling in instant-love with fast friends on yoga retreats and coming home with stories about people they room-shared with who cured their migraines with enemas and forgiveness, and how they’re going to meet up for brunch. But me. These things don’t really happen to me. I mean, first of all – stranded due to snow? We’re barely on first-name terms with sleet in England, let alone proper, Last-Christmas-music-video snow, yet here I am, in what is practically a blizzard, sitting in someone’s car who over ninety minutes ago was a nameless stranger – a bloke in a car. And I feel – something. I don’t know what exactly. Alive. Buzzy. Like my blood is rushing with stars, with electricity. And I didn’t even want to get into this car. It’d be painfully awkward, I thought, sitting there, looking like a melted waxwork with swollen bee-sting eyes and cried-off make-up, and a ridiculous dress I’d never usually wear in a million years – red, faux-satin. Something I’d picked out of Charlie’s wardrobe because I thought it said, ‘worldly adult’ and ‘student most likely to be settled and happy with her shit perfectly together, so what were you thinking, eh, Ed?’


But sitting here with Sam – I can’t even really explain it. I just know that I don’t want to leave. I imagine Charlie’s face, if she could see me now. ‘Erm, excuse me,’ she’d say. ‘Are you Noelle Butterby? Is that an unidentified male? Are you actually – holy shit – having fun?’


Sam stretches in his seat beside me, clears his throat. ‘Do you think your mom will be all right?’


‘I think so,’ I say. ‘Our friend, our old neighbour, Ian – he said he’ll stay with her. He used to help us a lot with Mum before he moved in with his girlfriend, so … best man for the job.’


Sam nods, turning a biro in his hand. ‘How long has she been sick?’


‘She’s – not really sick.’


‘Oh …’


‘Well, no, I mean, she is sick but – I don’t know.’ My heart clenches now, at the mention of Mum. A single icy shot of reality in this tiny little warm bubble, miles from it. ‘I suppose it’s just when you say ill or sick, people think hospitals and meds and being stuck in bed or something and, Mum … she doesn’t really fit in those boxes. She had a stroke, six years ago. And she hasn’t really been the same since.’


Sam is quiet, then says, ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘We’re lucky really, that she bounced back. She struggles on her feet, she lost a lot of sensation in the beginning, on her left. But now – mainly, it’s lost confidence. And I’m not complaining, because, well, things could always be so much worse, but – she’s doing less and less lately and I’m doing more and more and …’ And then nights like this happen, I want to say, but I don’t, and you wonder how much longer you can keep floating on like this, being at the helm of what feels like a gigantic ship you feel totally ill-equipped to steer, and one that just keeps getting bigger and heavier. ‘But we’re OK,’ I say instead. ‘Most of the time.’


I look up at Sam, snowflakes drifting beyond the glass behind him, rhythmically, like an old nineties screensaver, and I wait for the wince, the eyes widening, the judgement and most of all, the pity I notice ripple across people’s faces sometimes. Pity for Mum, of course, but also for me. Thirty-two years old. Always needing to be close to home. A world the size of a tiny speck in the sky compared to most people’s giant planets. Instead, Sam says, ‘That sounds super tough. Always having to be … the shoulders.’


Yes. The shoulders. I’ve never heard it put like that before. ‘Sometimes it can be. Like, tonight, for example …’ I look down at the red satin dress, the inky spots of snow slowly drying back to crimson. ‘Tonight was my first night out in about ten months and I had to plan with military precision, make sure I’d get home at a certain time and––’


‘And look how great that turned out,’ grins Sam, outstretching his hands, like a magician presenting the end of a trick.


I laugh. ‘Well, it could be worse.’


Sam looks at me sideways. ‘Yeah. Agreed,’ he says.


The hard buzz of a vibrating phone in the cubby beneath the stereo cuts through the calm of the car, and as if automatically, we both reach for it. My hand collides with Sam’s and a jolt fizzes through me, bubbles in my stomach as the warmth of his skin touches mine. Sam flinches his hand away as the phone tumbles into the footwell at my feet, and of course, I realise now, that – shit. The phone isn’t mine. The name ‘Jenna’ is on the screen on the floor, between my ankle boots, calling, and I definitely don’t know a Jenna.


I bend to pick it up. I know my cheeks must be bright shrimp-pink because my bloody ears are on fire and they always do that when I’m embarrassed. Crayfish Face, Dilly calls me, when it happens, and I know I must be in full Crayfish Face mode right now. ‘S-sorry, I thought it was mine, I thought it might be my mum …’


‘It’s cool, no worries.’ Sam takes the phone from me as Jenna’s name disappears and the screen flashes with a little grey rectangle of a missed call.


‘And now you’ve missed the call. Sorry.’


‘It’s no big deal, seriously. It’s just a call,’ he says, but something in his face, in his dark brown eyes, has changed and I can’t put my finger on what. An injection of reality perhaps, for him this time, in the shape of a phone call. He clears the notification with a swipe of his thumb. ‘Life was easier when we weren’t all so available and easy to interrupt, right?’


‘What, when we all wrote to each other?’


Sam nods. ‘I know nobody does that any more, but I dunno, it’s tempting. Less pressure to answer right this second, you know?’


‘Some people do,’ I say. ‘Steve and Candice did.’


Sam’s eyebrows knit together and he looks at me. ‘Who?’


‘These two people that work together at an office I clean,’ I say. ‘That’s what I do. I’m a cleaner. Houses, workplaces. Not exactly glam, but it fits in around Mum …’ And I’m not sure if waffling will help dilute the rising cringe levels in the car, but clearly, I’m going to try. Because trying to steal his phone. The touch of our hands. Sam’s flinch away like he’d touched shit on a stick. All these things that have ticked the cringe barometer from zero into a firm reading of seven out of ten, and suddenly this all feels a bit ridiculous again. Me. In this car. With him. ‘These two people who work there, Steve and Candice,’ I say, ‘they were having an affair and I used to find their Post-it notes to each other screwed up in their bins every Friday evening.’


‘And what did they say?’ asks Sam, a coy shadow of a smile on his face.


‘It was mostly tea-based. Like Steve, tea at three? And Candice, your tea is way too hot. And once there was a very straight-to-the-point nice tits one.’


Sam laughs. ‘Wow.’


I burst out laughing. ‘I know.’


‘See, maybe you’d have got somewhere with your Portland pen pal if you’d been more like Steve and Candice.’


‘Or I’d have been expelled.’


The buzzing of Sam’s phone cuts like ice through the quiet of the car again. His dark eyes drop down at the screen.


‘Ah. I really need to take this …’


‘Let me leave you, give you some peace. Plus …’ I pick up my phone now, ‘… eighty six per cent charge. I should probably stop stealing your power now and leave you be.’


Sam hesitates, Jenna in one hand, car door handle in the other, and I don’t know what I want him to say, but I know I don’t want to leave. Not really. Not one bit. ‘No, it’s – I mean, you don’t have to – seems silly not to let it get to a hundred, if …’


‘I – I’ll give you some peace,’ I say again, opening the car door. ‘I um. I need to check in at home, anyway.’


Sam nods, wordlessly.


I slide out of the car as I hear him say into the phone in a new voice – sweet, low, ‘Hey, you.’




Chapter Five


‘I’m completely freaking out, Charlie. I should go back to my car, shouldn’t I? I mean – what part of this is normal?’


‘You’ve hit it off with a stranger, Noelle. You’re borrowing a charger, you’re stuck in a blizzard. You’re not sucking him off and being filmed by his girlfriend, which by the way, people do all the time in Alston Park car park after midnight, and they’re not freaking out. They’re having a really lovely time.’


‘Right.’


‘So, do you want to stay in the car?’


‘Yes. But I don’t know if he wants me to and maybe I’m outstaying my welcome and also this is really weird, isn’t it, I mean it––’


‘You just said it was his idea to keep charging your phone.’


‘It was.’


‘Which is proof – oh hang on, Theo’s saying something. Ooh. Interesting. Theo thinks you only called me because you subconsciously wanted to deplete your battery so you have to stay with the hot and funny American for longer.’


‘Or I wanted to call you for you to tell me I shouldn’t be sitting in a stranger’s car. That maybe I’ve had a lapse in judgement, triggered by the fact that I had a weird, emotional evening, what with Ed, and Daisy’s camera, and perhaps I’m not thinking straight and—’
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