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Brief Encounters


Of course she’s running late.


The story of Hope’s life: sprinting from one appointment to the next, never quite catching up with herself, or her to-do list, or the friends who keep calling, or even the plumber. Which means that she also has to run in and out of the shower, because she hasn’t had hot water for, what, two months? It might be three.


But as she pounds up the escalator from the Tube into Euston Station, she’s already relishing the buzz of the BlackBerry in her pocket as the emails multiply. She pulls it out, glances at the screen.


Re: Floor tiles overspend


Notice of intention to press for adjudication over non-payment


All urgent, urgent, URGENT. Blood rushes in her ears. She really shouldn’t enjoy it this much. Reasons to keep moving. It’s her guilty secret. Rushing from crisis to crisis makes her feel . . . important. She’s a now person: the past is so over.


‘Excuse me, thanks. I’m in a bit of a hurry, EXCUSE ME!’


Most of all, she loves the running. Three months ago, she couldn’t have run up that escalator without needing first aid at the top. But now she is, if not a gazelle (not with her insanely short legs) then perhaps a hungry dachshund chasing a juicy bratwurst.


It’s 12:59. Faith’s booked her onto a train at 13:05, and she’s got to collect the tickets from the first-class lounge before she can get on board. She doesn’t even know where she’s going.


You could always get there early, Hopes. It’s posh. Free drinks and all that. Chill out before your journey. It’ll do you good.


That was such a Faith idea. Station waiting rooms in London were not places to chill out. It was bound to smell of wee. There’d be a woman knitting, another one cackling over her wordsearch. Oh, and a flasher in a brown mac – though, Hope thinks, you’d have to admire a flasher who’d brave exposure in this so-called summer. Everyone on the Tube was swathed in woolly jumpers, laced into brogues. When a tourist waddled on in flip-flops, slapping water on the carriage floor like a penguin, someone actually sniggered behind their Metro.


13:00


Hope squints at the departures board, trying to work out where she’s headed on her birthday treat.


But there’s no train listed for 13:05.


She must have misheard: there’s no way Faith would get it wrong. She adores organising fun: Teddy Bears’ picnics, surprise parties, magical mystery tours. Really, she should be running her own platoon or FTSE 100 company, instead of sitting in her country cottage, wondering why she’s not fallen pregnant yet.


13:01


That marble-sized ball of heat begins to smoulder at the bottom of her ribcage. Surely she hasn’t missed the train? Hope takes the piss out of her sister’s determination to organise fun, but she’s been looking forward to this. She hasn’t been away for so long.


Overwork is her standard excuse but it’s not just that. Mini-breaks are no fun for single women. She only agreed to this one after Faith promised there’d be no flowers in the hotel room, no tray with champagne, crystal flutes and a single red rose. And definitely, one hundred percent, no dinner for four with Faith, Tom, Hope and some suitable and inexplicably single friend from the village.


She looks for signs but all she can see is posters for that book, the one she’ll never read, because she is no longer interested.


‘First-class lounge, first-class lounge?’ Hope whispers, as though it’ll appear, genie-in-a-bottle style, if she says it often enough. No genie pops up, but she does spot a giant in a royal-blue tabard, carrying a walkie-talkie. ‘First-class lounge?’


The giant lifts his huge arm to point right. He could heave a derailed train back on the tracks single-handed. ‘The Virgin lounge? Up the stairs, next to the pub.’


Pub. Way more tempting than a waiting room. There’s something reassuringly old school about pubs in stations. Ian always refused to go in them, because he had the kind of face that got him into trouble and he reckoned people were always spoiling for a fight at stations: waiting for a relative who was long lost for a bloody good reason, or waving goodbye to someone they didn’t want to lose.


Definitely a glass half-empty guy, was Ian. Though what did that make her?


No. No dwelling on the past. That’s the rule, along with no looking into the future. Both are way too depressing.


Hope catches a glimpse inside the bar as she rushes past. It’s like a film set of a British pub, all Beefeater red and gold. There’s a guy sitting on a stool at the window, staring into space. Young. Lime-green polo-shirt. Not bad-looking. Not that she notices men any more. She’s about to look away when . . .


When he winks at her.


Instinctively she looks behind her and comes nose to nose with a man in a suit so shiny it makes her break out in a sweat in sympathy. He tuts at her, then barges ahead through the glass doors to the lounge.


And polo-shirt winks again.


Hope jumps. Really jumps, as though someone has leapt out of the cleaners’ cupboard with a Halloween mask on.


She looks away, and races into the lounge lobby. ‘I think there are some tickets here for me,’ she tells the man behind the desk. ‘Hope Nicholls?’


He rifles through a pile of envelopes. Behind him, she can see the clock. 13:03.


‘I think my train might be leaving soon . . .’


‘Hold on, love, the one I want is always at the bottom. Right, here we go. No, don’t worry. Yours doesn’t go till half past.’ He hands over the envelope. ‘Time for a cup of tea and a biscuit first!’


Hope frowns as she reaches out to take the tickets.


‘Oxenholme?’ she reads out loud.


The man behind the desk smiles. ‘Lake District. Beautiful. Greenest place on earth. Went there for my honeymoon. All curvy and romantic.’


Romantic? She tries to disguise her snarl as she steps into the lounge. She needs to call Faith, ask her: What’s at Oxenholme? And also, why did she lie about the train time? And while Hope is trying to solve life’s mysteries, why did that guy wink at her?


Not that Faith will be able to answer that one, but—


Her phone is ringing.


Sis Mob flashes on the screen, along with Faith’s wedding photo, the one where she looks deranged with happiness.


Hope thinks the whole twins telepathic shtick is exaggerated, but the only exception is phone calls. She always senses when her older-by-four minutes sister is about to dial, though just lately she’s taken to sending Faith straight to voicemail.


But not today.


‘OK, Faith, put me out of my misery. What’s at Oxenholme?’


Faith giggles in her ear. Faith hasn’t stopped giggling since she came out of the womb, but it’s got decibels louder since she’s been married. ‘It’s a surprise! But I know it’s something you love a LOT.’


‘Really?’ Faith uses the word love so casually, as though love is a good thing. ‘Let’s see, shall we? But why did you tell me the wrong train time?’


More giggles. ‘Because you’d have missed it. Have you packed my special parcel?’


For a horrible moment, Hope thinks she might have forgotten the thing. Then she remembers she’s been carrying it round in her briefcase all week. ‘Of course I have. You make me sound like some kind of simpleton. I’ll have you know I am running a forty- million-pound refurbishment project—’


‘Hope, I know. And that’s why I want you to forget the project from hereon in and go straight to the bar and award yourself a Pinot Grigio. A large one. Surrender to the surprise, OK? That’s an order. See you later, Hopes. Enjoy the trip!’


The giggles stop abruptly. Hope stares at the phone screen in disbelief. Normally you can’t get Faith off the phone, but she’s actually rung off.


Now she takes in her surroundings. The lounge is funky, but too busy to be soothing. Most of the ample leather chairs are occupied by even ampler men in suits, while the little booths are all being used for conference calls that cannot wait.


‘Are you lost?’ The barman looks up from polishing a glass and smiles at her. It’s a laid-back smile that seems to invite confidences.


For a fraction of a second, Hope longs to tell him exactly how lost she is. How everything feels grey and cloudy and complicated and stressful. How when a little boy with a plastic policeman’s helmet fell on the Tube platform and his mum scooped him up, she’d wanted to gate-crash the hug.


But instead she pins on her meeting-room smile and considers what to do next.


‘Are you serving alcohol?’ she says.


‘It’s not complimentary— ’


‘It doesn’t matter. I’d like a glass of white wine. Pinot Grigio, if you’ve got it.’


Following Faith’s instructions is the least she can do when her big sister has gone to so much trouble.


Pinot Grigio before 6 p.m. always makes Hope’s world fuzzier.


So fuzzy, in fact, that she almost misses her train. She doesn’t enjoy the run across the concourse to the barrier on platform 13 – remembering on the way that it’s Friday 13th. Now she’s hyperventilating as the yellow digits of the clock roll over from 13:27 to 13:28.


‘First class is just at this end, madam.’


Madam.


She’s only thirty.


But maybe every female becomes madam in first class.


Her feet feel at least a hundred miles away from the rest of her and she stumbles onto the train, her body tense as she prepares for the usual hustle for a seat, but a steward takes her ticket as she steps into the carriage.


‘Follow me.’ The voice is Scottish and soothing.


Follow me.


Hope’s never been a follower, but right now she welcomes it.


The quietness in the carriage wraps itself around her like a cashmere blanket. After the swimming pool echoes of the station and the angry voices in the lounge – the collective noun for businessmen really should be a shout – there’s nothing aggressive here. She can only tell that the train’s pulling away because the grey outside is blurring gently.


‘Here we are.’


The seats are midnight-blue tartan. On the wood-effect table there’s a small lamp giving off a soft orange glow, next to it there are placemats and proper crockery, and on the back of her seat there’s a crisp white bib, like you get in old ladies’ houses, to protect your hair from the upholstery. Or the upholstery from your hair?


‘You’re booked to face the direction of travel,’ says the steward, making the r’s sound like separate words in their own right. He has huge amber eyes, like a cat’s, and though he doesn’t smile, his whole face suggests he’s amused by life. ‘But you can swop if you prefer. Train’s quiet this afternoon. You’ll have the carriage almost to yourself, I shouldn’t wonder.’


It’s a table for two, of course. Life is designed for twos, like a bloody great ark.


For no reason, she thinks of the man in the bar. And that wink. It’s not the first time something freaky like that has happened lately. Not at work, of course, she’s one of the boys there. But on the street, in bars, even at the gym, a few men have tried to catch her eye. She’s only lost a few pounds, so it can’t be that.


‘How far to Oxenholme?’ she calls out and the guard smiles.


‘Just shy of three hours,’ he says, as though that’s good news.


A couple arrive in the carriage, champagne in hand. They sit right behind her.


Her BlackBerry beckons. Sure enough, the emails are still breeding.


Faulty Italian doorknobs! Refund needed before re-order


Contractor wants to fit unsafe safety glass, shall I let him? Her assistant has written.


She counts. Forty emails since she left the office. It is Friday, after all. International Day of Reply All and Send the Crap to Someone Else’s Inbox Before the Weekend.


For the first time, she relishes the journey. One reply every five minutes. Or maybe six with clumsy Pinot Grigio fingers. In three hours she could clear at least, what, a sixth of her inbox?


Then she notices something that makes her shudder.


The CrackBerry is pulsing orange. Eight percent battery left. No, no. It can’t be.


Hope unzips her backpack, but she already knows she didn’t pack the charger.


She wouldn’t put it past Faith finding some remote way to drain the battery to force her to relax. The idea makes her nauseous. Thinking is something she’s avoided for months now, she’s damned if she’s going to let it happen now.

OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/msr_cvi_r1.jpg
AL A

g —C
o3 °
Tk
O .
o
=,
oo 3%

KATE HARRISON

The Boot Camp






