

[image: Cover]



Contents




Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter 1 - Tai

Chapter 2 - Tai

Chapter 3 - Tai

Chapter 4 - Tai

Chapter 5 - Tai

Chapter 6 - Tai

Chapter 7 - Tai

Chapter 8 - Tai

Chapter 9 - Tai

Chapter 10 - Tai

Chapter 11 - Tai

Chapter 12 - Tai

Chapter 13 - Tai

Chapter 14 - Tai

Chapter 15 - Tai

Chapter 16 - Tai

Chapter 17 - Tai

Chapter 18 - Tai

Chapter 19 - Tai

Chapter 20 - Tai

Chapter 21 - Tai

Chapter 22 - Tai

Chapter 23 - Tai

Chapter 24 - Tai

Chapter 25 - Tai

Chapter 26 - Tai

Chapter 27 - Tai

Chapter 28 - Tai

Chapter 29 - Tai

Chapter 30 - Tai

Chapter 31 - Tai

Chapter 32 - Ren

Chapter 33 - Ren

Chapter 34 - Ren

Chapter 35 - Ren

Chapter 36 - Ren

Chapter 37 - Ren

Chapter 38 - Ren

Chapter 39 - Tai

Chapter 40 - Ren

Chapter 41 - Tai

Chapter 42 - Tai

Chapter 43 - Tai

Chapter 44 - Tai

Chapter 45 - Tai

Epilogue

What's next?

What's next?

Want to stalk me?

End of book stuff

Other books by Elise Noble


​






















COPPER




Elise Noble


​










Published by Undercover Publishing Limited

Copyright © 2019 Elise Noble

v6

ISBN: 978-1-912888-07-8




This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organisations, places, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.




All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author.

Edited by Amanda Ann Larson

Cover by Sapphire Designs




www.undercover-publishing.com




www.elise-noble.com


​































For Fairfax.


























​CHAPTER 1 - TAI

“COME ON. COME on!” 

Up ahead, brake lights glowed as traffic ground to a halt again. Yes, shouting at the queue was pointless, but it made me feel better, even if the businessman in the car next to mine gave me a strange look and inched forward to get away from the crazy lady. Okay, I should have left home earlier, but I’d barely got any sleep last night thanks to the party downstairs. Who held a New Year’s party on the first of January instead of the thirty-first of December? Nobody. Well, nobody except the inconsiderate idiot who lived in the flat below mine.

It was the second of January, a brand new year, a brand new start. Or so all the adverts said. Change your life. Join a gym. Stop drinking. Who wanted to be exhausted and sober anyway? For me, it was back to the same-old, same-old. Same job, same traffic jam on the M25, same lonely evenings with only Netflix for company.

And today, I had the joy of departing for a week-long trip to an exhibition in Holland where I’d be joining two of my favourite people in the world to sell our company’s new product, the jewel in the crown of our offerings for the next year. It didn’t actually work yet, but let’s not allow a little thing like that to stop us, eh?

I’d worked for Garrett-Hart Safety Systems for over a year now. It was never my dream job, but until five months ago when I’d moved departments and met my new boss, I’d spent most of my time in the factory clipping big plastic widgets into smaller plastic widgets, and it hadn’t been so bad. Landing an interesting, well-paid graduate position in engineering wasn’t easy if you hadn’t actually graduated. Missing my last set of exams hadn’t gone down so well with the university, even though I had a really good excuse, and I couldn’t afford to repeat my final year. Hence the reason why I was stuck in the second of six lanes of traffic in my nine-year-old Honda going absolutely nowhere.

My phone rang, and far from stifling my groan, I let out a huff any tantrum-throwing toddler would have been proud of. Matthew Smart, my aforementioned boss, was calling. To give you an idea of my opinion of Matthew, I’d ordered myself a voodoo doll and three dozen hatpins as an early Christmas present, printed out his mugshot from the “Meet Our Staff” page on Garrett-Hart’s website, and glued it on. Every morning, I sprinkled a pinch of the herbs Praktisha in the corner shop swore warded off evil spirits over the top of the doll’s head and poked another pin in. So far, zilch. Matthew hadn’t suffered a single heart attack or debilitating migraine, and now he wanted to talk to me.

“Tai, where are you? We’re supposed to be leaving in fifteen minutes, and Jeffery’s here already.”

“So sorry, Matthew. I’m stuck on the motorway. I think there’s been an accident.”

He tutted, and I imagined him drumming his fingers on the desk as he browsed porn on his iPad. Yes, I knew his little secret. He’d left one of his dirty movies on pause one evening while he nipped over to the printer, and now I’d never get the sight of Naughty Nadine getting impaled by a masked dude who’d overdosed on Viagra out of my head.

“If you don’t get here soon, we’ll miss our crossing on the Eurotunnel.”

No, we wouldn’t, because he’d insisted the departmental secretary book a flexible ticket. What Matthew meant was that he might miss the chance to put his feet up with a croissant and a cup of coffee in the priority lounge before we got on the train.

“I’ll be there as fast as I can. It’s starting to move again now.”

“Just hurry up. Have you got that memory stick with the program on it?”

“Yes, Matthew.”

“And all the cables?”

“Yes, and the spares.”

I wasn’t even sure why I needed to go to Holland. I didn’t speak the language, and Matthew never let me talk to prospective clients. Mostly I was there to make the drinks and carry things, I suspected, plus my darling boss could pull his usual trick of claiming credit for everything I did right and blaming me for everything he did wrong.

Oh, how I hated my job.

My grandma had been ill for most of the last year, and I’d spent all of my spare time taking care of her, hoping she’d pull through somehow, but it wasn’t to be. Her death three months ago left me hollow. Matthew had grudgingly given me an afternoon off to attend her funeral, and that was the day I decided things needed to change. 

I’d started hunting for a new job, but in my three interviews, the story had always been the same—they liked my attitude, but I didn’t have the right qualifications or enough experience. Not only that, I didn’t trust Matthew not to screw me over with a reference because he had a vindictive streak too. Just last week, he’d bragged about blocking in a car with twenty shopping trolleys after its driver allegedly stole a space from him at the supermarket. Arsehole.

I had one interview lined up for the new year, an entry-level position at a design firm, but the competition promised to be tough. What were my chances of convincing them I was the girl they wanted?

Must try harder, Tai.

With that thought, I made a New Year’s resolution: change not just my job, but all the things I hated about my life.

Like my flat. I’d rented it furnished, and the drab decor depressed me each time I walked through the door. Everything in there was either beige or brown except for the bathroom suite, which was Pepto-Bismol pink and obviously installed by a colour-blind person. Plus the faint smell of vomit permeated throughout no matter how many times I cleaned, although to be fair, that could have been drifting up from the alley below. 

Then there was loneliness. I needed to get out more and meet people my own age. Perhaps I could take up a new hobby?

A sign overhead informed me the junction for Heathrow Airport was a mile ahead. My exit was the one after that, and at my current speed, it should only take me about three hours to get there. It would be quicker on foot. What would happen if I did just that? Abandoned my crappy car at the side of the road, got out, and started walking? Knowing my luck, I’d probably get arrested. And fired.

Although would that really be such a bad thing? Getting fired, I mean, not getting arrested. Nobody wanted to get arrested, did they? Mind you, jail was probably more luxurious than my flat, and at least I wouldn’t have to cook.

On the gantry above, the variable speed limit sign switched from forty miles per hour to thirty. Thirty? Hurrah—now I could go faster according to the moron in the control room. Slowly, so slowly, I crawled past a taxi broken down on the hard shoulder. The bonnet was up, and the passenger stood behind the safety barrier looking as bored as I felt while the driver paced back and forth, yelling into his phone.

Another sign for the airport, this time accompanied by a picture of an aeroplane, just in case you didn’t realise what an airport was. Maybe I should skip the walking-slash-prison idea and take a plane instead? Just hop on the next flight to…well, anywhere really.

Seriously, why didn’t I just do that? I had a bag of clothes, I had my passport, and I had my grandma’s favourite gold necklace, which was the only possession I cared about, safely around my neck. The gold felt cool but comforting under my fingers. Tears prickled behind my eyelids, and I blinked them back. Thanks to Grandma, I had a little bit of money too—after she died in October, I found she’d taken out a small life insurance policy I knew nothing about, and I was the sole beneficiary. As long as I didn’t splurge on caviar or champagne, I could live on that for a few months. Who liked slimy little fish eggs anyway? I shuddered at the thought.

Stay or go? Wait—I couldn’t seriously be considering leaving, could I? I was Taisiya Hermione Beaulieu, boring from the split ends of my drab brown hair to the tips of my scuffed black ballet pumps, apart from my unpronounceable name, obviously. My sole ambition in life was to get rid of it, but it didn’t look likely to happen anytime soon. The last time I got involved with a man, he’d turned out to be a psycho, and I’d been avoiding them ever since. Not just psychos—men in general. It seemed like the safest option.

I straightened to check my reflection in the rear-view mirror. Yup, the hair definitely needed a cut. Just a trim, and I’d keep the same style, of course. I’d worn it this way since I was fourteen—long layers, no fringe, easy to tie back out of the way while I slaved over CAD drawings and circuit diagrams on my computer.

What would Matthew Smart say if I rang and told him I wasn’t going to Holland? Oh, who was I kidding…? I’d send a text message or possibly an email. Non-confrontational, that was me. 

My phone screen lit up, and since we were stationary again, I scrolled through the message.

Mum: You haven’t forgotten Peony’s dance recital this weekend, have you?

How could I possibly forget Peony’s dance recital? I’d been dreading it for weeks, ever since Mum told me they were going to the south of France for Christmas but not to worry, we could do a turkey dinner with all the trimmings in the new year when they came back and combine it with Peony’s show. Because after spending an exhausting week in Holland, driving to Cheshire on Saturday morning so I could watch the stepsister who hated me prance around on stage in a leotard was exactly what I wanted to do. And did I mention I hated brussels sprouts?

The phone buzzed again, this time with a message from Jeffery Docker, the salesman who’d be coming to Holland with us. Jeffery wasn’t so bad apart from the fact he chased anything in a skirt. Except me. I’d never been sure whether to feel relieved or insulted by that.

Jeffery: Where are you? Matthew’s getting pissed. His nose has turned purple.

Uh oh. That meant he was about to blow, and the traffic was still going nowhere fast. Another picture of a plane appeared ahead, taunting me. Half a mile to the airport. What if I did it? Swung the wheel to the left and abandoned my car in long-term parking, then bought a one-way ticket to somewhere hot... Or even somewhere cold. I’d never been skiing before. Exercise wasn’t really my forte.

I giggled as I pictured the look on Matthew’s face if I told him I was skipping the exhibition. He wouldn’t just turn purple, he’d go full-on aubergine. An eggplant version of Mr. Potato Head. But what did I truly have to lose if I ran from everything? A mediocre job with disappointing career prospects and a handful of belongings left in the flat I dreaded going home to every evening. 

And what would I gain if I took off? A suntan—only on my hands and feet, of course, because I didn’t do bikinis—and a story to tell my children if I ever had any. Right now, the only way I’d get pregnant was by immaculate conception.

If I stayed? I might get the job I was due to interview for next week, but it was a hundred to one shot. And with more time in the evenings, I could sign up for classes or try online dating. Oh, haha, dating. Right. What about a cat? I could adopt a cat.

The countdown boards for the junction began. Three… Two… One… Time to decide. Try a new life or stick with the old one? Should I stay or should I go?


























​CHAPTER 2 - TAI

I JERKED THE steering wheel to the left.

“Oops, sorry,” I muttered as the driver of a fancy Mercedes swerved and missed me by inches.

Mental note: must use the mirrors for more than checking my hair.

From today on, Matthew Smart could carry his own boxes of product brochures, and if he—yet again—got lost in a foreign country, he wouldn’t be able to blame it on me anymore.

As I got to the end of the slip road, a strange lightness came over me. A glow. Oh no, my mistake. That was the oil warning light on my car. It had been leaking for a while now, and since car mechanics scared me a bit, I’d just been pouring more oil in and hoping the problem would disappear.

No such luck, it seemed.

Another sign materialised. Oh, joy—Heathrow Airport had five terminals, and I had no idea which one to pick. Quick, Tai… Two. I chose terminal two. Two was my lucky number and had been ever since Grandma taught me about the joys of BOGOF deals at the supermarket.

I pulled onto the roundabout, only to get cut off by a white van and completely miss my turn. Okay, terminal five. Terminal five was a good option as well. I headed for the long-term car park, but when I saw the cost, I almost cried. After a moment of careful consideration, I reversed out of the entrance and parked neatly in a no-parking zone on the other side of the road. As well as the oil leak, my Honda needed a new clutch and new tyres, so I figured it would work out cheaper if someone stole it. I even left the keys in the ignition to help them out.

My feet felt decidedly chilly as I rode the shuttle bus to the terminal, and not just because of the British weather. Right now, I could still turn around. Still run back to my car, drive to Garrett-Hart, and grovel to Matthew with a million apologies for being late. Sure, I’d be on coffee duty for life, but…

Tai, enough!

Before I changed my mind, or rather, regained my sanity, I typed out a quick text message.

Me: I’m really sorry, but please could you tell Matthew that I’ve quit?

Hmm, no, I couldn’t ask Jeffery to do my dirty work. I tried again.

Me: Dear Matthew, I hereby tender my resignation, effective from…

Too formal.

Me: After a year of living hell, I’ve finally decided you can do your own damn job. Good luck unjamming the photocopier.

That was what I wanted to say, but…no.

Me: Matthew, I know this is short notice, but I’ve decided to leave Garratt-Hart. Thank you for all your help and guidance over the last year. Please accept this as my resignation, and best of luck for the future.

There, that worked.

I pressed send just as the bus drew to a halt in front of the terminal, then I quickly turned the phone off. If Matthew called me, I didn’t want to speak to him. Heat from the bridges I’d just burned singed my heels as I scurried into the building. Keep breathing, Tai. Having a panic attack or passing out wouldn’t help matters. 

All around, the place buzzed with quiet activity. Businesspeople, families, backpackers, tour groups—they all drifted past as I paused inside the doors, wondering what the hell I’d done.

“Don’t just stand there, lady,” a teenager muttered as he skirted around me.

“Sorry.”

I needed to move before I annoyed anyone else. The ticket counter. Where was the ticket counter?

“Excuse me?” I waved down a man in a hi-vis jacket. “Where can I buy a ticket?”

He pointed wordlessly at the British Airways counter, and I joined the queue. If there was one thing the British were good at, it was queuing. 

Although when I reached the front of the line fifteen minutes later, I still had no idea where to go.

“Hi.”

The lady behind the counter, Londeka according to her name badge, gave me a perky smile. “Can I help?”

“I need to buy a plane ticket.”

“Well, you’re in the right place. Where do you want to travel?”

“Uh… I’m not entirely sure.”

“Oh?”

“Actually, I think I’ve lost my mind. I was on my way to work, but then I realised I hated my job and I hated my boss, so I kind of quit and drove here instead.”

Her eyes widened, but then she held up a hand for a high-five. 

“You go, girl.” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Between you and me, we all wish we could do that.”

“Really? Because at the moment, I’m not sure whether to fly somewhere sunny or check myself into the psych ward.” A groan escaped. “I don’t even have sunscreen.”

“Don’t worry, hun; you can buy everything you need in duty-free. Flip-flops are thirty percent off this week.”

My entire suitcase was filled with business attire, apart from the single pair of yoga pants, the faded T-shirt, and the comfy old trainers I’d planned to wear in the evenings. Perhaps I could dump the suits and invest in a kaftan? Or a ski suit? Or a pair of hiking boots?

“What flights are leaving soon?”

“Let’s see now… If this is a last-minute thing, I don’t suppose you have a visa for anywhere?”

A visa? That thought had never even occurred to me. Apart from the odd foray through the Channel Tunnel for work and one disastrous trip to Marbella with Peony, I’d avoided venturing abroad. 

“No, no visa.”

“Not to worry—I’m sure we can find something. How about Australia? You’d need to get a visa, but you can apply online, and it only takes a couple of minutes.”

Hmm… During a sleepless night last year, I’d made the mistake of switching over to the Nature Channel. The documentary I watched on Australian wildlife had given me nightmares for weeks. Snakes, sharks, eight-legged freaks…

“Do you have anywhere else? Somewhere with less spiders?”

Londeka consulted her computer again. “Brazil?”

“Scorpions and piranhas.” 

And more snakes. Okay, so I had a lot of sleepless nights.

“Canada?”

“Bears.”

“Not in the city. I went to Vancouver the year before last, and there’s loads to do—museums, parks, botanical gardens. Ooh, and the aquarium! The otters were sooo cute, and you can apply for a Canadian visa online too.”

“Isn’t Canada expensive?” 

Sally, who worked in the warehouse at Garrett-Hart, had gone to Toronto the year before last, and she said it nearly bankrupted her.

“Well, Vancouver’s a city, so it isn’t cheap. But if you stay in one of the budget hotels on the Sky Train route, you can cut down the costs. Oh, and Whistler’s less than a hundred miles away if you like skiing.”

“I’ve never been skiing.”

“Perhaps you should try it? You know, with your new start and everything.”

Knowing my luck, I’d fall and break my leg.

“Maybe. Are there any other options?”

More tapping away at the keyboard. “Egypt? We’ve got a flight to Cairo leaving soon.”

I’d always wanted to see the pyramids. Yes, more Discovery Channel. But I also watched the news, and I’d seen the stories about Tahrir Square.

“Isn’t there trouble with terrorists in Cairo?”

“Oh, you don’t believe all that stuff in the papers, do you? Two of my friends went to Egypt last month, and they loved it. Winter sun without the huge price tag of the Caribbean, and the flight time’s less than five hours.”

History did fascinate me, and okay, I’d watched The Mummy at least ten times. Purely for the plot, of course. The idea of seeing the Sphinx and Tutankhamun’s mask with my own eyes… Wow. I was really doing this. I pinched myself as Londeka carried on.

“Or there’s Portugal if you’d rather stay in Europe. The Algarve. Even at this time of year, the beaches are beautiful, and you can do a day trip to Seville. And if you like golf…” She leaned forward to peer over the counter. “Oh. No golf clubs.”

Even if I did play, I’d hardly have taken them to work with me, would I? But alas, my sole experience with putting was a round of crazy golf several years ago, and even then, I’d lost to a seven-year-old.

“I’m not very good at sports.”

I’d been last to get picked for every team at school, although I’d become somewhat of a celebrity when I got knocked out by a hockey ball.

“Then how about—”

“Ladies, can you hurry this up?” a voice asked from behind me.

I turned to find a weaselly man in a suit glaring at me, his coat folded over one arm and one of those little wheeled cases with the matching laptop bag parked beside him, complete with monogrammed luggage straps. MAC. In my head, I christened him Mr. Ass Clown.

“Some of us actually know where we’re going,” he added.

“Sorry, I—”

“She queued up, just like everybody else,” Londeka told him.

“And now there are seventeen people waiting. Are you going to help her plan her entire itinerary?”

She pointed to the words Customer Service Agent on her badge. “That’s my job, sir. And I’ll be happy to help you plan your trip too, after I’ve finished helping this lady.”

I could have kissed Londeka. People rarely stood up for me that way. But I also saw Mr. Ass Clown’s point, even if he’d been overly rude in making it.

“Don’t worry; I’ll grab a coffee while I decide where to go,” I told Londeka. After all, I was in no hurry. “I’ll come back when I’ve made up my mind.”

“Okay, hun.” She waved a hand at the café opposite. “The Coffee House has free Wi-Fi, and if you tell Marie behind the counter that Londeka sent you, she’ll give you a staff discount.”

“Aw, thanks.”

“Don’t mention it.” She looked past me to Mr. Ass Clown. “Now, sir, how can I help you?”

Over at The Coffee House, I perused the delights behind the glass-fronted counter. Did I want a croissant? A chocolate brownie? A giant cookie? Good grief, if I couldn’t even decide what I wanted to eat, how on earth was I supposed to choose a destination for my…my what? Escape? Fresh start? Mental breakdown?

“What would you like, ma’am?”

“A cookie. Please can I have a cookie?”

“Milk choc chip, oatmeal and raisin, salted caramel, or coconut?”

Arrrgh. “Could you just surprise me?”


























​CHAPTER 3 - TAI

ONCE I’D SETTLED at a table beside the window with a plain black filter coffee and a choc chip cookie, I pulled out my laptop. Half an hour later, a consultation with Trip Advisor left me more undecided than ever. The last three destinations Londeka had suggested all had their pros and cons. 

Did I fancy a dose of culture in the hustle and bustle of Cairo? Or the relaxed atmosphere of the Algarve in the off-season when some attractions were closed? The scenery in Vancouver looked breathtaking but also bloody freezing.

Where should I go?

A flash of lightning against the grey sky made up my mind for me. Egypt. I’d go to Egypt. More than anything, I was sick of rain, plus it had the added bonus of being cheaper. My money would go further, so if I fell in love with the country, I could stay there longer.

The queue at the ticket desk had disappeared, thankfully, so I drained my coffee and hurried back over to Londeka.

“Made up your mind?”

“Tell me the flight to Cairo still has space?”

She tapped away at her keyboard as I slid my passport across the desk. 

“You’re in luck—there are two seats left. Hmm… The one in economy is next to Mr. Always Complaining.”

“Who?”

“The guy who was behind you in the queue last time. His initials were MAC, so I called him Mr. Always Complaining. Between you and me, it gets dead boring working here, so I have to make stuff up to stay awake.”

“I called him Mr. Ass Clown.”

Londeka properly snorted, and she didn’t look at all embarrassed. “Mr. Ass Clown? Much better. Anyhow, you won’t want to sit beside him, so I’ll put you in business class. No extra charge.”

“Really? That’s so kind of you.”

“It’s the least I can do. You’ve certainly brightened up my day. Who knows? Maybe sometime I’ll keep walking and get on a plane too.” She studied my passport. “Uh, Tasha? Taysha? Bow-loo? Sorry, I have no idea how to pronounce your name.”

The story of my life.

“It’s Ty-ee-see-ya Bew-lee. Tai for short.”

“Oh. It’s nice. Where’s does Taisiya come from?”

“Russia. And no, I’m not Russian, not even a tiny bit. Originally, I was supposed to be Tracy, but my mum watched a documentary on the Bolshoi Ballet just before I was born, and now I’m stuck with the results for the rest of my life.”

“It could be worse. My mum watched Footballer’s Wives, and my little sister’s called Chardonnay.”

“Wow.”

“Exactly. Now, you’ve got an hour and a quarter before boarding, so I suggest you get yourself through security and start shopping.”

I gave her a mock salute. “On my way, ma’am.”

She was still laughing as I hauled my case towards the check-in desk. Were the body scanners those ones I’d seen on the news recently? The kind that pictured you naked? My cheeks burned at the thought because I desperately needed to lose a few pounds. Having to work with Matthew Smart for the last year had driven me to the company biscuit tin several times a day. Then, to my shame, I’d started bringing Oreos and Jammie Dodgers to work because Garrett-Hart only gave us digestives, and not even the good kind with the chocolate.

On the other side of the scanner, I breathed out, and the stomach I’d been holding in for the past five minutes pressed against my waistband again. Tourists wandered everywhere, clutching shopping bags filled with everything from cigarettes and spirits to electronics and perfume.

Which way to go…? Clothes. I needed clothes. Shorts, T-shirts, a pair of flip-flops. Just a couple of outfits that wouldn’t be out of place in thirty-degree heat.

Forty-five minutes later, I ran out of the boutique clutching my purchases. Three pretty tops, one of which I wasn’t sure I’d be able to put on again without help, a pair of white capri pants, a cocktail dress, and a pair of red stilettos that the assistant assured me made my legs look fantastic.

Dammit, Tai.

This. This was why I did all my shopping on the internet. Online stores didn’t have overly enthusiastic staff who convinced you to buy stuff you didn’t want with money you didn’t have.

With fifteen minutes left until I had to trek to the gate, I grabbed a pair of cheap sunglasses, a bottle of sunscreen, and a selection of snacks to eat on the plane. I might as well have written “I have no clue what I’m doing” across my forehead with a Sharpie.

The final call for boarding came over the tannoy as I ran towards the gate with bags bouncing around my legs. Mental note: don’t open that can of San Pellegrino for at least an hour. Sweat dripped down my back as I handed my pass over to the lady at the desk and tried a smile.

“Am I in the right place?”

“You are. Business class? Just go straight to the front of the line.”

The absolute best part of my day so far was the glare I got from Mr. Ass Clown when he realised I had a bigger seat than he did. On the plane, I couldn’t resist watching as he squeezed along the aisle and took a seat right at the back, next to the toilet. Thanks, Londeka.

Now I had to fit my bags into the overhead locker. I was just contemplating how squashed my cheese and pickle sandwiches would get when a man stepped up close behind me.

“Here, let me help you.”

“Honestly, there’s no need. I’m fine here.”

“I’ve got an ulterior motive. I can’t get to my seat until you move.”

Whoops.

“Oh, I’m so sorry.”

His accent was a strange mix of American and British, and his eyes twinkled as he smiled. The rest of him was a mass of contradictions—his chiselled jaw, straight nose, and tousled wavy hair were boy-next-door sexy, his thick-framed glasses gave him a geeky air, but his dark beige button-down shirt and brown cords reminded me of our eighty-year-old next-door neighbour back in Cheshire. And when he reached up to stow my bags, I caught a glimpse of taut abs under a light beige jumper that matched the walls in my old flat perfectly.

Stop staring, Tai.

“Is there a problem?” he asked.

“No, no problem. I’m just not sure whether to eat my sandwiches now or later.”

“You don’t like the airline food?”

What food? “They give us food?”

“Drinks on the tarmac, canapés when we take off, then hot food somewhere over Europe.”

“Oh.”

“First time on a plane?”

“Second. The first time, all the food cost a fortune, and the only thing they had left by the time they got to us was a pot of spicy couscous or a long-life packet of cheese and crackers.”

He made a face. “Budget airline?”

“How did you guess? Do you fly often?”

“About twice a month.”

“Wow. Work or pleasure?”

“Both, but mainly work.”

I left the sandwiches where they were—probably flattened in a bag alongside my crisps, chocolate bar, fruit pastilles, and the apple I’d bought in an effort to convince myself that I wasn’t totally unhealthy. The soft leather seat sure beat being crammed into the back of Matthew Smart’s Volkswagen alongside product mock-ups and his stinky gym bag.

“What do you do?” I asked my new companion.

“I’m an archaeologist. Based in the field, for the most part, but I also lecture at Oxford University and Harvard.” He held out a hand. “Miles Bradley.”

“Taisiya Beaulieu. Tai for short.”

“Interesting. Russian?”

“It is; I’m not. You have no idea how often I’ve wished I had a nice, normal name that people could actually pronounce. Like yours, for example.”

He buckled his seatbelt and stretched out his legs. “My name was okay until I started dating a guy called Bradley Miles.”

So much information in one little sentence. Miles wasn’t single. And he was gay. Why were nice guys always totally unavailable? Not that I’d ever stand a chance with someone so clearly out of my league, anyway. I was an imposter in business class, I didn’t have a job anymore, and I didn’t even know where Harvard was.

Still, I should have sympathised or reassured him that dating somebody with almost exactly the same name as him really wasn’t that bad. But what came out was an incredulous, “Bradley Miles?”

“A mutual friend introduced us as a joke. And yes, we laughed. But after we laughed, we realised we quite liked each other, and now we’ve been living with the awkwardness for ten years.”

“I suppose at least I’m unlikely to meet a man called Beaulieu Taisiya.”

That got a laugh out of him. “Agreed. So, Tai, what takes you to Egypt? A vacation?”

“Not exactly.” The whole story of me quitting my job and driving to the airport came spilling out as we trundled along the tarmac. “You must think I’m crazy.”

He sucked in a breath. “Let’s go with adventurous.”

The engines whined, and the pilot accelerated for takeoff. No turning back. I’d made my bed, and now I had to lie in it. Except I no longer had a bed or even a freaking hotel booking for tonight. As the plane lifted into the air, I began to hyperventilate a bit, and Miles’s eyes widened in concern.

“Scared of flying?”

“No, I’m nervous because I’ve just left everything I’ve ever known.”

“And if you did it so easily, I’d hazard a guess that you weren’t enjoying life that much.”

“No, I wasn’t.”

“Look upon this as a new opportunity. A chance to become the person you want to be.”

“But I don’t know anybody in Egypt. I’ll be completely on my own.”

“And you also won’t have people criticising you because you’re not doing things their way.”

“I’ve got no home. No job.”

“No commitments.”

“Are you always this optimistic?”

“Truthfully? No. I’m channelling my boyfriend.”

His boyfriend was a lucky guy. Miles seemed nice, far nicer than the maniac I’d dated before I moved to the south of England. Even after we split up, Paul had stuck around like chewing gum on a sock.

 “Have you been to Egypt before?” I asked.

“I’ve lost count of the number of times. There are so many unexplored archaeological sites there, just waiting for somebody to dig beneath the surface. Do you have any plans for your trip?”

“Nope. Is Cairo nice?”

“Cairo’s busy. If you want to relax, I’d suggest heading south or east.”

“South or east? What’s there?”

“In the east, you’ve got Sinai. Sharm el-Sheikh and Dahab. Sharm’s touristy—nice beaches and a lot of bars.”

“I’m not really a bar-hopping kind of girl.”

He looked me up and down. “I didn’t think so.”

Of course he didn’t. Going by appearances, I was a hobo who’d been dragged along by a car for a mile or two, whereas even in fifty shades of beige, Miles still came across as distinguished rather than dull.

“How about Dahab?” I asked, desperate to change the subject away from my appearance. “What’s that like?”

“Scuba diving, windsurfing, nice restaurants. Did you know that Dahab is Arabic for gold?”

“I don’t speak any Arabic at all.”

“Don’t worry; almost everyone speaks basic English. Dahab’s a laid back little town. I think you’d like it.”

“I’ve never tried any water sports. I’m not sure I’d be very good at them.”

“What happened to your adventurous side?”

“It’s snoozing.”

Miles laughed. “You could just get some R&R on the beach, but if you’d rather take in the country’s history, how about heading down the Nile to visit Luxor? There’s plenty to see in that area—the Valley of the Kings, the Valley of the Queens, the Temple of Hatshepsut, Karnak Temple. And Luxor’s got an excellent mummification museum.”

“Doesn’t seeing mummies freak you out? I mean, they’re dead.”

“I find them more fascinating than anything else. They’re part of the Egyptian culture. The ancient civilisations were both primitive and advanced in ways we’ve barely begun to understand. And speaking of mummies…” He pointed at the in-flight movie options scrolling up the screen on the back of the seat in front. “How do you fancy joining me for an instalment of Tom Cruise?”

“Uh, I actually preferred the Brendan Fraser version.”

“Shh! So did I.”

The food came out, and I couldn’t have asked for a better travel buddy. Miles ate my tomatoes, I ate his olives, and we laughed and drooled our way through the movie. I learned a little more about him—he was British, but his boyfriend was American, so he’d based himself in Virginia for the last decade. And I may have confessed how dysfunctional my family was. When the plane landed in Cairo, I was sad to disembark.

“Sorry to leave you on your own, but I have to dash to a meeting,” he said. “I’ll call my driver and have him arrange for a friend to take you to a good hotel. Don’t worry; it won’t be expensive.”

“There’s no—”

“Yes, there is a need. What kind of man would I be if I left you to fend completely for yourself?”

“Thank you.”

Miles tucked a straggly lock of hair behind my ear. “You’ve done an incredibly brave thing, Tai. Promise you’ll remember to focus on the positive.”

My eyes began to prickle. It had been so long since anybody helped me like that—not because they wanted something in return, but just to be nice.

“I promise.”

He handed over a business card, thick cream cardstock printed with his name—Dr. Miles Bradley—and his phone number. 

“If you decide on Luxor, I’d recommend staying at the Winter Palace. The old part’s expensive, but the Pavilion block behind is cheaper, and it’s got a good view of the gardens. And if you pick Dahab, try the Black Diamond hotel. A friend of mine owns it, and if you mention my name at the desk, they’ll give you a discount.”

A discount sounded good, but I still couldn’t decide. 

Time on the beach to rest after the year from hell, to take stock of my life and plan for the future, sounded like a dream. I might even get brave enough to go in the water—who knew? But after watching The Mummy, nosing around ancient temples appealed too. I’d only ever seen those places on TV, and the idea of walking in the footsteps of those who lived thousands of years ago blew my mind.

“I think I’ll sleep on it.”

“Good plan. And if in a week or two, you fancy scraping around in the desert, we’ll be digging east of Luxor. You could join us for a few days if you get lonely.”

“Really? That would be amazing.”

“Really. It’s not the most luxurious accommodation, but my team’s a friendly bunch.”

“But if I go to Dahab, I’ll be miles away.”

“Not as far as you might think. There’s a ferry that runs between Sharm el-Sheikh and Hurghada, and it’s quite a scenic trip.” He checked his watch. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to rush.”

“Thank you. For the advice, for the offer, for everything.”

“You were welcome to the olives. They’re nasty little things.” He bent to kiss me on the cheek. “Until we meet again, Taisiya Beaulieu.”

I carried on waving as he strode towards the exit. Today, the first day of my new life, had certainly been interesting. Now I was in a foreign country, complete with impractical shoes and a warm cheese and pickle sandwich, with yet another decision to make. 

Fantastic.


























​CHAPTER 4 - TAI

A HUGE POSTER on the wall caught my attention, a stunning photo of a sandy valley at sunset framed by smaller pictures of colourful hieroglyphics and camels trekking through the desert and mysterious men with scarves around their faces. Visit the Valley of the Kings, the caption read. It all looked so intriguing, I made up my mind on the spot. 

Luxor. I’d go to Luxor.

At least, I would as soon as I found my suitcase.

The baggage carousel wheezed like asthmatic bagpipes as I approached, and I momentarily panicked that my bag had ended up in Abu Dhabi or Slovenia or Japan, but after a minute, my little black case trundled towards me, and I heaved it off the belt. Boy, it seemed heavier than I remembered, or perhaps that was because I had my haul from duty-free to carry as well. 

Outside the terminal, I was pleased to see Miles had kept his word. A man in a white dress held up a hastily written sign with Tie Puwlee written on it, and I assumed that was meant for me.

“Hi. Are you my driver?”

“Mrs. Tai?”

“Miss Tai, yes.”

“I’m Ahmed. We go to the hotel?”

“Yes, a hotel. Do you know a good one?”

“We have many good hotels in Cairo. How long you stay?”

“Just one night. I want to go to Luxor tomorrow.”

“Luxor?” He beamed at me and pointed at his chest. “I come from Luxor.”

Super. Perhaps he could help me? “Uh, I don’t suppose you can tell me how to get there?”

“For a tourist, the best way is the night train.”

In the dark? “What about the day train?”

“No, they don’t allow tourists to take the day train.”

“What? Why not?”

Ahmed shrugged. “Rules. But the night train is much nicer. It has beds.”

“Really? So I wouldn’t need a hotel at all?”

“No hotel. You want to go to the station?”

Why not? If I went to a hotel tonight, I’d only have to pack up and take the exact same train tomorrow. Far better to get the journey over with so I could relax properly.

“You’re sure it’s safe?”

“Yes, very safe. My brother lives in Luxor. I’ll call him to pick you up.”

“I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”

“No trouble. He drives a taxi too, and also runs a chicken shop.”

“A chicken shop?”

“You know…the chicken?” Ahmed mimed eating with a knife and fork. “Fresh chicken. You like chicken?”

“Yes, I like chicken.”

“I will tell him. The train station?”

“Yes, please.”

If Ahmed hadn’t come with me, I’d have given up and stayed in Cairo forever. The sheer number of queues was bewildering, the departure boards confused me, and please say the train had air conditioning because, at that moment, I was melting from the heat.

Luckily, the man at the counter accepted my British money. Ninety pounds for the trip, and considering Garrett-Hart had spent two-hundred pounds on a trip to Birmingham for me last month and I’d had to sit on the floor the whole way, that seemed remarkably cheap.

Ahmed wheeled my suitcase as he led me first to the bank, where I got a fat wedge of Egyptian pounds, and then to a snack stand, which thankfully sold Pringles. There was nothing like salt and vinegar flavoured reconstituted potato products to calm a girl’s frazzled nerves.

“Is it too late to go home?” I asked Ahmed when the time came for me to board. Nerves had kicked in. It was one thing getting on a nice, safe British Airways flight and quite another travelling across an unknown country by train. 

“You don’t want to go home. Once you visit Luxor, you will want to stay forever.”

“And you’ve spoken to your brother?”

“He will be waiting.”

I’d never been on a sleeper train before, and being honest, I didn’t have high hopes. If Britain couldn’t provide comfortable trains that ran to a timetable properly, what chance did Egypt have? But to my surprise, the cabin was clean, although basic, and we left Cairo right on time. We even got food—vegetable stew, fruit, and bread—and it tasted far better than the packet of Twiglets and overpriced mineral water I’d have bought in England.

Darkness soon fell, and after I’d eaten, I stretched out on the tiny bunk and tried to get some sleep. Tried being the operative word. 

What the hell had I done?

The first part of the trip had been kind of exciting, but now reality hit. I hadn’t even told my mother what I was doing, and if she couldn’t get hold of me, she’d report me as missing to the police. Did I mention Mum was a total drama queen? I figured I should probably call her before she overdosed on Valium. Plus I needed to give my landlord notice, although after he took six weeks to fix my broken toilet, I also wanted to let him stew for as long as possible. He’d already informed me he’d be keeping my entire security deposit due to a tiny Nutella stain on the living room carpet. What sort of idiot put cream shag pile in a rental property, anyway?

I so nearly turned my phone on, but the thought of seeing the inevitable angry messages from Matthew stopped me. When I took a sick day three months ago, he’d insisted I send him documentary evidence to prove I was genuinely ill, and I’d had to snap a picture of my cystitis medication and email it to him so he’d stop calling me. Today’s little stunt had undoubtedly given him apoplexy, although I harboured a secret hope he’d stroke out because of that.

No, I’d call later. Today was Tuesday, and Mum had a yoga class in the evening, followed by a Rotary Club meeting tomorrow. Realistically, she wouldn’t notice I’d vanished until Thursday, which bought me some time. 

I thought I’d never sleep, but as the train sped south through the Nile valley, the gentle rocking motion helped me to nod off. Today might have been crazy, but tomorrow was a new day, and I had to make the most of it.

[image: Image]

Just after six o’clock in the morning, I awoke to a glorious sunrise over Luxor. Beautiful reds and oranges faded into green. I’d expected desert everywhere, but instead, I saw fields and palm trees.

Soon afterwards, the train slowed, and I brushed my teeth at the tiny basin in my cabin then chugged down half a bottle of mineral water. Although the train was air-conditioned, one glance outside told me I was in for some serious heat, and I was still wearing yesterday’s work clothes, so I felt pretty yucky. As soon as I got to a hotel, I’d take a shower, but first, I had to find Ahmed’s brother Mohammed.

“Tax! Tax! Tax!” 

The shouts came from all sides. 

“Where you want to go?” a man asked.

“You need hotel? Cheap room, very clean. Just five minutes down the street,” said another.

“Sorry, I’m looking for someone.”

“Who? Who you look for?”

“Uh, Mohammed.”

“I’m Mohammed.”

“Really?” He seemed kind of old to be Ahmed’s brother. Like, around sixty.

“Yes, Mohammed. You want to visit perfume shop?”

“No, thank you.”

“They give you good price.”

Touts swarmed around me like wasps on a Mars bar. Where the hell was the right Mohammed? I backed away, and I was about to hit the wall when a young guy elbowed his way through the crowd and waved a sign with Thai written on it in my face. Close enough.

“Are you Mohammed?”

“Miss Tai?”

Oh, thank goodness. “Yes.”

“Ahmed told me to look after you well. You need somewhere to stay?”

“Yes, I do. I only booked this trip at the last minute. Someone suggested the Pavilion at the Winter Palace?”

“Very nice hotel. How long you stay?”

“I’m not sure yet. Maybe a week? Or longer if I really like it here.”

“Then you will stay for a year. You should rent an apartment.”

Mohammed held his hands out for my bags, and I relinquished them gratefully before following him out of the station. Yes, I’d been right about the heat. Barely seven o’clock, and sweat was already running down my back.

“I’m not sure I need a whole apartment. I mean, that’s got to be expensive.”

“No, is cheaper. My friend has a nice place he rents out to tourists.”

“Really?”

“A double bedroom, bathroom, living room, kitchen. And it has a garden with sunbeds.”

I didn’t need a double bedroom but having a kitchen did sound attractive. That way, I could save money by cooking some meals myself instead of going to restaurants all the time. But a hotel would come with a housekeeper and a laundry service and hopefully a concierge who could help me out when I needed to find my way around.

Decisions, decisions…

Outside, Mohammed stopped next to a rusty blue and white car that had to be three decades old. Would that make it as far as wherever I needed to go? 

“You get in.” 

He held the door open, and I almost had a heart attack when I looked in the back seat.

“Uh, Mohammed? There’s a chicken in here.”

A live freaking chicken. It stared out from a tiny bamboo cage and squawked a bit.

Mohammed beamed at me. “Yes. It’s a gift. Ahmed said you like chicken.”

Yes, but only when it came shrink-wrapped from Tesco. 

“But what am I supposed to do with it?”

“Make sandwich. Or soup. Or put it on pizza.”

Oh, flip. I felt sick. Logically, I knew chicken came from actual chickens, but I’d never been quite so close to one before. And now it stared at me as if it knew what we were talking about. A little scared, a little pissed off.

“The chef at the Winter Palace makes excellent pizza,” Mohammed continued. “I supply chickens to the whole hotel.”

The chicken looked at me beseechingly, and I considered turning vegetarian. The thing had a face, for crying out loud.

“What if I don’t want to eat it?”

“You don’t want my chicken? Is good chicken.”

Now Mohammed looked crestfallen. He’d driven all the way to the station to pick me up at stupid o’clock in the morning, and now I’d insulted him by refusing his chicken. I managed a weak smile.

“Of course I want the chicken. It looks, uh, lovely.”

Good grief. What the heck was I supposed to do? As the engine coughed and rattled into life, the chicken pecked at the bars in a vain bid for freedom. Poor thing. Was it a girl? The boys had big red combs on their heads, didn’t they? This scrawny thing didn’t have much of one.

Okay, the sensible solution would be to accept the chicken, find the concierge at the hotel, and beg him to take it away. Then I could avoid eating any meat for the whole of my time in Egypt and stop worrying. Simple, right? That was a good plan.

The chicken clucked at me, reminding me of grandma’s old friend Betsy, who’d died last year when she suffered a heart attack playing bingo, God rest her soul. She was a soap opera fan, and she’d made that exact same sound whenever Coronation Street came on the telly. For a moment, I considered the possibility of reincarnation. A man outside Tesco had shoved a pamphlet about precisely that in my hand last week, although I’d wedged it under the leg of my wobbly desk at work rather than reading it. Could I really consign Betsy to the stockpot?

She clucked again. Oh dear.

What other choices did I have? Mohammed said the apartment came with a garden, didn’t he? Perhaps I could rent the place and put her outside for a day or two while I considered my options. She might even lay eggs, although in this heat, they’d end up hard-boiled before they hit the ground. But I’d still be stuck with a freaking chicken. What did they even eat?

“Where do you want to go, Miss Tai?” Mohammed asked. “Do you want to go to the hotel, or shall I show you the apartment?”

Deep breaths, Tai. Why didn’t I pick Portugal?










​CHAPTER 5 - TAI

BETSY CLUCKED AT me, and I couldn’t send her to the stockpot. I just couldn’t. Besides, since I’d moved out of home, I’d learned to appreciate having my own space. As a child, I’d shared a room with Peony, and she’d always griped if I so much as breathed on her belongings. That didn’t stop her from borrowing my stuff without asking, of course, but my parents just shrugged and lectured me on the importance of being tolerant. Ten-year-old me had dreamed of becoming a lawyer for the sole reason of suing Peony for the return of my limited edition My Little Pony glitter castle, which had mysteriously disappeared. A whole freaking castle. To this day, I didn’t know what she’d done with it.

Aaaaaand breathe.

“Could we look at the apartment, please?”

Mohammed gave me a toothy grin in the rear-view mirror. “I’ll take you there right away, Miss Tai.”

The streets were a maze, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever find my way out of town again. I’d be stuck there forever, stranded with just a chicken for company. Most of the houses were made of grey bricks—squat, ugly little boxes—and the apartment buildings all looked…unfinished. Concrete pillars at the top sprouted steel rods like mutant spaghetti, and the top floors didn’t have walls, yet the bottom floors were occupied, complete with satellite dishes and washing hung out on the balconies. We bumped over potholes that could have housed a small family with room to spare and finally pulled up outside a wonky wall with a wooden gate set into it.

“We’re here,” Mohammed announced.

This? This was the apartment? I almost told him to turn right around and take me back to the Winter Palace, but Betsy ruffled her feathers, and I shut my mouth. How bad could it be? At least it didn’t have Peony in residence.

A man Mohammed’s age scurried out of the building next door and unlocked the gate, throwing it open before he turned around to beam at us. At least everyone in Egypt had been friendly so far. Smile in London and everyone backed slowly away because they thought you were crazy.

“Welcome back,” the guy said, holding out a weathered hand for me to shake. “I’m Sayid.”

“Tai.”

“Come in, come in. I show you the rooms. Very nice apartment.” 

I didn’t want to leave Betsy to roast in the car, although I’m sure she’d have been delicious, so I lifted her little cage out and set it on the ground just inside the gate. She scratched around through the bars, looking for food. All I had left was half a tub of Pringles, and I was pretty sure chickens weren’t supposed to eat those.

“Here we have the sunbeds…” Sayid waved one arm to the left, gesturing at a pair of sunloungers on a postage-stamp-sized lawn. Three spiky palms provided little in the way of shade. More plants sprouted from a collection of terracotta pots, and a table and chairs sat under a pergola beyond. “There are towels in the closet, and the Wi-Fi works outside.”

I followed him through a set of double doors that opened onto the terrace and found myself in a lounge. Oh. Oh! It was actually quite pleasant. Far nicer than I thought it would be from the outside. A squashy two-seater sofa, a beanbag, and a sort of hammock thing hanging from the ceiling all surrounded a low table, and there was even a flat-screen TV on the wall and colourful rugs on the floor. And an air conditioner, thank goodness. The bedroom was clean but basic with a big bed and a good-sized wardrobe, and Sayid proudly pointed out that the bathroom had hot water. The kitchen came with a hotplate, a microwave, a toaster and, apparently, ants.

“You must put any open food in the fridge,” Sayid explained. “Or they eat it.”

Okay, ants. At least they weren’t cockroaches. Or mice. Grandma once had mice in her flat, and they ate everything from an Easter egg to my phone charger.

The place was twice the size of the flat I’d left behind, and when I nervously asked Sayid about the rent, only a tiny fraction of the price. 

“And I live right next door,” he said. “So if you have any
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