
There is an ‘ah’, loud, long and awkward.
There are only two people who use that drawn
out, public school burp instead of just saying
‘hello’; him and the actor Hugh Grant. Or
rather one of the interchangeable characters
played by Hugh Grant. Except that film where
he was looking after the kid with the bowl
haircut. He didn’t ‘ah’ in that. Don’t say
anything but, she quite liked him in that. Since
Hugh rarely surfaced on the Euston-bound
Silverlink platform, it must be him. Him –
whatsisname. No seriously – what is his
name? Did he remind her yesterday?

She looks up from her notes. There he is,
whatsisname, standing over her at the edge of
the peeling metal bench; rucksack, thumbs
hooked in the pockets of beige jeans, preppy.
She aims for joy and enthusiasm, “Oh, hi.” It
comes out wary.

“We must stop meeting like this,” he says,
while doing that posh bloke thing with his
body, making it all rigid, tipping backwards
on his heels, yanking one corner of his lip
down towards his chin in mock
embarrassment. It makes him look like he’s
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got Bell’s Palsy. At least he doesn’t have
Hugh’s floppy fringe.

“Yes. We must.” They had knitted together
just enough politeness for yesterday’s chance
encounter; would conversation stretch until
the arrival of the 10.46? “Yes, we must.”

“Going into town again?” he asks.
This is the platform for going into town.

There would be no other reason for sitting
here. There is no scenery of note. It would be
churlish to say this out loud. She giggles
instead.

She must stop doing that. The giggle. It has
become a nervous tic, a reflex. It’s in danger
of becoming her trademark. When the
interviewers had asked her what elements of
her degree were applicable to the workplace,
even though there was absolutely nothing to
find amusing, she’d giggled before answering.
They’d asked her about her fortnight’s work
experience at the PR company in Taunton and
she’d started her response with a giggle. Then
when they asked what she liked doing in her
spare time, she’d sort of laughed first, so
when she went on to talk about working at the
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He starts seeing himself as she sees him,
sat at home, alone (except for the world’s
largest collection of boat shoes) rubbing his
thighs with delight at yet another Iron Curtain
documentary on The Discovery Channel.
Make it stop. Say something.

“So do you have plans for the weekend?”
He sees the look of a drowning child in her

face. “Might get the train home and see my
mum.” Rescued.

“That’ll be nice.” Don’t ask me, don’t ask
me.

“What are you up to?”
This weekend he is catching a train north

out of Kings Cross and is going to see the
Abbey Gatehouse. He’s been meaning to go
and see it for some time after reading about it
in a Sunday supplement. Nothing remains of
the once surrounding 11th century monastery
buildings, but to see the original arch built in
1356 will be fascinating in itself. He finds,
when visiting places like this, his imagination
can often fill in the gaps. He’ll also take a
look at the Cathedral. He read that the original
Norman Abbey Church, completed in 1089,
had a cell within built to house disobedient
monks. He finds the very concept hilarious.
Naughty monks.

Absolutely side-splitting. What a comedy
legend you are.

“Couple of parties, nothing big,” he says.
He tries one of those Gallic mouth shrugs. He
sees himself in that moment, looking like he’s
got Bell’s Palsy.

He thinks he might like to become a monk.
Naughty or not.

†††
He’s looking at his shoes, the shoes that look
like the kind her brother Simon wears. She
looks at the shoes too and gets an urge to text
Simon there and then with some humorous
nugget of information about her new life in
London. Nothing immediately comes to mind.

He’s looking up now. He’s caught her
staring at his shoes with her head cocked on
one side, like’s she’s in love with them or
something. She quickly adjusts her glance an
inch or two left to focus on an absolutely
fascinating KitKat wrapper.

“Well, it was lovely to see you again,” he’s
signalling behind himself, towards coffee.
“I’m going to get a coffee before the train
comes.”

She must decide now how she will answer
when he asks her to join him for a latte. He’s
bound to use the specific term ‘latte’ in his
invitation.

“Well, I hope this interview goes well.”
“Thanks.” She considers wishing him well

with his book in return, telling him it’s
actually quite meaty, once you get into it.
“Hope the cheque-writing and stuff goes
well.”

That sounded sarcastic. She didn’t mean it
to sound sarcastic.

“The cheques, yes thanks.” He’s walking
backwards now, backwards towards coffee,
probably going through that etiquette book in
his head trying to work out the best way to ask
her along.

“Bye then,” she waves.
It was a sarcastic wave. She didn’t mean it

to be a sarcastic wave.
“Bye.”
Her brother’s shoes go into the platform

café.
†††

Maybe I’m just susceptible to these things, he
thinks, looking out through the condensation
on the café’s window. After all, who else
looks through a sweaty piece of glass and
finds himself filled with such whimsy.

You dweeb.
Sugaring his coffee at the counter, he sees

a girl board the Euston train and watches as
his crumpled business card falls from the lip
of her bag, skitters down the railway platform
and falls onto the tracks.
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sinewy, shiny, in ordered lines of three
abreast. She was sitting, in the taxi, at the
junction and they raced past, tens, maybe
hundreds of them, in what felt like a
hallucination, their black manes flying, their
movements jerky, many bare-backed. She’d
felt like she might be witnessing the
beginning of a beautiful apocalypse.

“They belong to the Queen,” the driver had
said, “the Horse Guards Parade.”

The horses watched the early morning
traffic through chary eyes, itching to protest,
yet keeping their intentions face-forwards,
retaining speed. They had put their trust on
the rider who sat astride the central horse in
each row of three with a fluorescent jacket
and a tight grip on three sets of reigns. These
city horses seemed a different shape, spirited,
more feisty, yet passing drivers showed no
fear that their snorting faces might suddenly
rear up. Back home, people in their cars
would have slowed to a crawling pace or even
stopped. Back home, these horses would have
been getting their exercise through fields,
through woodland.

 Yeah right.
Back home, where the streets aren’t paved

with gold, but you can leave your back door
unlocked and cider really does grow on trees.

Instead she tells him, “Yeah, it went
alright. Doubt I’ve got it though.”

†††
Bravery arrives at last, before the 10.46
makes an appearance.

“I realise you must need to gen up,” he
says. “Read your notes.”

“Yes,” she says.
Well, Andy McNab, if that was brave, what

next?
“Don’t worry, I’ll be reading my book on

the train,” he says. He holds out his book as
proof that he has a book. Realising the book’s
existence was never in question, he snatches it
back. He had also forgotten what he was
reading. He starts wishing the book away.

“It’s about some right-wing idiots,” he
clarifies. “It’s not very, um, good.”

“You can get my number from Leanne and
call me, or I could give you my number or…”
Or you could just call the police.

“Thanks.”
“Here, I have a card.”
He is convinced that she is trying not to

laugh.
†††

The clock on the platform says six minutes to
go.

She is trying to do something with the card
that makes it look like she’s used to this
grown-up nonsense of being given cards.
Maybe I should get some done myself, she
thinks, go to one of those machines in Asda.

“So how did your interview go?
Yesterday,” he asks.

Get rid of the card. She tries to put it in her
suit jacket pocket, forgetting that it doesn’t
have pockets. It has pretend ones. She makes
like she was just trying to scratch her hip, that
she intended to keep the card in her palm all
the time. Now it looks as though she’s
cradling the card, embracing the card, loving
it, like its something really, really REALLY
special. For god’s sake get rid of the card! She
folds it in half and drops it into the top of the
open satchel at her feet.

He is watching, distraught, as his phone
number disappears into the dustbin of her bag.
She giggles. Before she has the opportunity to
inflict physical pain as a punishment, she sees
the giggle has had a positive effect this time.
He laughs back.

“The interview?” She says with the overly
prim interest she usually reserves for, well,
interviews.

The interview. What she wants to say is,
she arrived at Euston late and then realised
she shouldn’t have come to Euston anyway.
She should have taken the Bakerloo line to
Paddington, but she hadn’t (and still hasn’t)
worked these things out, so she decided to put
the travel decisions into someone else’s
hands. Blowing a tenner, she got a cab.

What she wants to tell him is that, in a taxi
on the way to Paddington, she saw an endless
stream of horses. They were brown, athletic,
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stables back home it had sounded like a lie.
Or a euphemism.

“I’m off into town again.” He tells her,
even though she didn’t ask.

“Oh right, how did the meeting go?”
“What meeting?”

†††
In his effort to be charming he’d forgotten the
minor details of his life.

“Oh, yes! Yesterday! The meeting!” I
sound like I’m lying, he thinks. “Great, in fact
I’m just back off there now to, um, hopefully
write some cheques, talk some more…” Now
she absolutely must believe I’m making the
whole thing up. “…and yes, so.” Change the
subject. “Where are you going?”

“I’ve got an interview.”
In his effort to be charming he’d forgotten

the minor details of her life. Remember what
she’d said yesterday? Two days, two
interviews. Look at her, she’s got that suit on
again, the one that looks like it came out of a
catalogue where the models stand around in
European streets checking their watches. The
piercings she was wearing at Leanne’s party
are still missing. The blonde dreads have been
scraped back into something almost classical.
She looks normal. Of course she’s got another
interview, you cretin.

In his effort to be charming, he’d turned
into an unobservant, self-obsessed liar. At
least he was wearing his edgier pair of jeans,
the ones that didn’t make him look like an
Oxford boatman. “Oh yes, yes, your
interview.”

She chances a look at her notes. She wants
to look at her notes, he thinks. She was hoping
to have the train journey to look at her notes.
She’ll be too polite to say she wants to look at
her notes. She doesn’t want to talk to you, she
wants to look at her NOTES.

There are two choices here. Either
acknowledge, out loud, her need to read her
interview notes or leave it unspoken, just say
goodbye, walk up the platform and when the
train arrives get on another carriage.

He stays put, staring at his feet.

He wonders why why WHY he chose to
wear boat shoes.

“So do you hang out with my cousin
much?” she asks getting rid of the awful,
awful silence.

Right. Is this a roundabout way of finding
out whether I’m more than just friends with
Leanne? Or does she not really think anything
is going on between me and Leanne, but is
using the question to tease out whether a
girlfriend of any description exists? Or maybe
she’s just asking the question she’s asking,
you COMPLETE cretin.

“No, we hardly get to spend much time
together these days, sadly, what with her, um,
job and my, um, meetings.” You sound like an
absolute wanker. “To, yes, set up the
company. So no.” She’s smiling. She thinks
I’m an absolute wanker. “The party where I
met you is the first time in ages that we’ve,
well, like you say, ‘hung out’.” You
WANKER!

†††
She giggles. She grabs a piece of flesh in her
palm and twists it until it really, really hurts.
She frowns. This is good practice for the
interview. No more giggling, starting… now.

“And you?” he asks.
“Me, what?”
“Do you see much of Leanne?”
Don’t giggle, don’t giggle. “Not really.

That was the first time I’d seen her in ages.
We’re not that close. She just thought, cos
I’ve just moved to London and don’t know no
one and that.”

“Right,” he says.
“Right,” she says. Giggle. Stop it. Stop it

now!
“Oh well, I hope you’re not too…” He’s

shaking his non-floppy fringe. She can see
him going through that Thesaurus in his head,
trying to find a word that doesn’t make her
sound like a charity case.

“Too what?” She offers. “Lonely?”
†††

“Well, yes, I mean, if you’re ever lonely you
can…” Good grief, boat shoes or no boat
shoes, he tells himself, you sound like a pimp.
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