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Chapter One



David hates this train.

He despises the fact that he is currently on
this particular train, in this particular car. It was fine when he
got on in Budapest, and fine for the next half hour, but then the
door to the carriage opened and it all went downhill from
there.

Now, forty minutes later and approaching
Györ, he has decided that he really hates this train.

It might be because he is sitting in the
opposite direction of the way they are moving, it might be because
of the old, probably senile man five rows down who’s snoring so
loudly that it sounds like he’s sawing down a giant pine tree, it
might be because this book that he bought from the train station’s
bookshop (which had an admittedly limited English-language
selection) is more boring than watching paint dry.

It might be all of those things combined,
sure, but the main reason why he hates this particular train is
probably in their late 50s and has no sense of common decency and
indoor speaking voices. They are in a train for god’s
sake, and everyone can hear them.

The reason he hates this train is the
middle-aged couple sitting diagonally across from him- he’s reading
a newspaper and she’s eyeing her husband with so much side-eye that
David is mildly concerned her eyeballs will get permanently stuck
in their current position. They started arguing half an hour ago,
and they haven’t stopped since.

Beyond the fact that neither of them have
managed to constrain themselves to a hushed whisper (or even a
stage whisper, that’d do at this point, honestly), David can’t even
properly eavesdrop on what’s going on. They are speaking German,
that much he’s gathered, and she’s clearly furious with him for
some unknown reason.

“Könntest du diese verdammte Zeitung endlich
weglegen und mir zuhören? Could you finally put that damn
newspaper down and listen to me?” she hisses and David lets his
book drop to his lap, taking a deep steadying breath before
exhaling. He rubs his temple and wishes for the umpteenth time that
he hadn’t lost his headphones last night, somewhere in a public
park in Hungary- and not realized it till ten minutes ago, when he
made his first attempt to block out this argument.

But, no dice, and so he gets to sit here, in
this godforsaken train carriage, and listen to the petty argument
these two have got going on. By the looks of the man’s response,
this particular fight has been a long time coming.

“Das mach ich jetzt schon seit fünfzehn
Jahren! Könntest du mir einen Gefallen tun, und mich endlich in
Ruhe lassen? I've been doing this for fifteen years! Can you do
me a favor and leave me alone?”

“Ich lass dich so gerne in Ruhe, aber ich
mach dir einen Vorschlag: du lasst mich auch in Ruhe! I love to
leave you alone, but I'll make you a suggestion: you leave me alone
too!” When the woman stops speaking, she lets out a huff and
turns her head away. It’s quiet for a blissful thirty seconds, and
David dares to hope again.

Maybe this train ride won’t be so bad after
all.

He’s just shut his eyes when he hears a
sound- a hand smacking down on newsprint- and he jolts up in is
seat. His eyes fly open just as he sees the man across from him
guffaw, his newspaper in a crumpled heap on his lap. His wife looks
positively triumphant.

Has David mentioned that he hates this
train?

He thinks this has to be the end of it, that
no argument can possibly follow the newspaper-smacking, but pretty
soon they’re at it again and he wants to scream. Okay, he thinks,
this is it.

He gets up out of his seat, grabs his book
and cap and phone and water bottle, and fishes his bag out of the
compartment above. He spots an empty seat at the other end of the
carriage and walks over. It’s not reserved till Innsbruck, and he
lets out a sigh of relief before depositing his things and settling
down again.

Even half a train car made a world’s worth of
difference- the bickering isn’t nearly as loud as it was before. He
hears it still, but much like the gentleman’s continued snoring, he
can try to drown it out and focus on his book. He’s half a page in
when he remembers that this is the most boring book he’s ever tried
to read so he gives up on that too, setting it aside and staring
idly out the window.

Eventually, he turns his head (the view out
the other side could be different, maybe) and looks across the
aisle. The landscape whizzing by is much the same on the other side
of the train, pastures and electrical wires and the occasional cow,
but there’s one difference.

Across the aisle from him is a woman,
probably not much younger than he is. She has her nose buried in a
book, and her long hair is fanning her face as she focuses intently
on the page.

She’s beautiful and he can’t tear his eyes
away.

He realizes it’s objectively creepy that he
hasn’t looked away yet, but she is enchanting, in plain blue jeans
and a soft navy sweater, her Adidas-clad feet tucked neatly under
her legs. She’s leaning with one shoulder on the window, glancing
down and fully absorbed in her novel.

He’s entranced- and also incredibly impressed
she’s managed to drone out all the bickering.

He’s been looking for a beat too long now, he
thinks, and with a sigh he turns his head back to his own window
and the matching landscape. He’s determinedly trying to count a
herd of cows when he hears footsteps approaching. Oh for
Christ’s sake.

It’s them again.

“Ich geh jetzt in den Speisewagen! I'm
going to the dining car now!” the woman announces, and he
sincerely hopes this means that she’s leaving the car, because
she’s heading for the door. Her husband is running to catch up to
her, bounding down the aisle at an impressive speed.

“Jetzt bleib doch einen Augenblick, Now
wait a minute-” he says, and David wishes for the millionth
time that he’d chosen to take another language in school besides
his required French courses. Not that he’d been particularly good
at those to begin with.

It turns out his hopes are coming true,
because the woman leaves the car, her husband on her heels, the
sliding door slams shut with a resounding thunk.

Oh, thank god.

The door slamming shut was apparently loud
enough to tear the woman sitting across the aisle away from her
book, because their eyes catch as he leans back into his own seat.
They’re emerald green, he notices, even from a distance. They’re
gorgeous.

No matter how gorgeous, spontaneous eye
contact with a stranger is always awkward, and they both soon let
out breathy chuckles. The brunette cocks an eyebrow and laughs,
gesturing to the carriage door and shrugging her shoulders.

David grins and leans forward. “What were
they on about?” he asks, before realizing that he doesn’t even know
if she speaks English. He’s about to ask when she laughs again and
shakes her head, leaning in too.

“Not the foggiest but something deathly
serious.” She leans further across the aisle. “As far as she’s
concerned I suppose.” She giggles, and David’s grin widens.

Well, actually, he thinks, two
clues. First, she’s fluent, and second, that pronunciation of
sorry is unmistakable. He’s about to ask about it when she speaks
again.

“I took a psychology class once,” she says,
and her eyes sparkle with mirth. “On relationships. They said that
as couples get older, they literally lose their ability to hear
each other. Women stop hearing lower-pitched sounds, and men can’t
hear the high-pitched ones anymore.”

He has to laugh, because yes, for those two
that seems about right, and she joins in and he realizes pretty
soon that her laugh is one of the best things he thinks he’s ever
heard.

“Yeah, she looked like she was about to whack
him over the head with that newspaper,” he says. “Would’ve made for
quite the scene, eh?”

The door slides back open and the couple
comes storming through again- she’s muttering something and he
looks sufficiently put-out- and David knows that this argument is
far from over.

He needs and escape plan. And by the look on
his neighbor’s face, she wants one too.

“Hey, I was going to head to the dining car
and get a coffee,” he says. “Want to join?”

She shoots him a grateful smile and stands
up, nodding. “Yeah, let me grab my phone.”

They’re silent on the way through the train,
and slip into opposite sides of a small booth after getting coffee
from the bar. He ordered a black coffee with milk, and she has a
cappuccino (there was no almond milk, like she wanted, so regular
for her too). After stirring sugar into their coffees, they look up
and both try to speak.

“I’m David,” he says, holding out his hand so
she can shake it. He can’t believe he didn’t introduce himself
earlier.

She takes it and smiles. “Melissa.”

When they touch, he feels a bolt of static in
his veins, but he decides to ignore it. It’s probably just from the
synthetic seat fabric.

“So, Melissa, where are you headed?” He leans
back on his seat, keeping his body language open and smile
bright.

“Paris. You?”

“Vienna.”

“Are you on vacation?” He wonders briefly why
she’s travelling alone.

She shakes her head. “No, I’ve lived in Paris
for a few years now. I work in fashion, nothing fancy, but I had to
meet with a client in Budapest.” She glances down at her coffee,
and he thinks she looks self-conscious, so he’s about to say he
thinks it’s awesome that she’s living in Paris when she speaks up
again.

“And you? Any plans in Vienna?”

“I have a flight back home in the morning.
I’m just there for a few hours till it leaves.”

“Well, I hope you get to see something nice
while you’re there.”

He smiles. “I hope so too.” They lapse into
comfortable silence, sipping their coffee and watching the scenery
whizz by.

“So have you just seen Budapest?”

“I’ve kind of been all around, really.” He
tells her that he’s been riding the trains for the past two weeks,
criss-crossing the continent. He says he’s not on vacation, per se,
and it’s really not a lie- he actually doesn’t have a clue what
he’s doing at the moment. Except travelling, and hopping on trains
and off in cities that he hasn’t really had an opportunity to visit
before. Not like this.

Not alone, without a plan or anyone he’s
tethered to.

It’s freeing, on the one hand. And
terrifying on the other. David has never been one for
solitude, and he’s had plenty of it in the past few weeks. He’s
grateful for Melissa’s company.

“Are you looking forward to going home?” He
looks up again and meets her eyes, soft and kind. He’s struck once
again by how green they are.

Is he? Is he looking forward to home? He
doesn’t really know.

Sure, he’s happy at his job, but he’s not
sure how it’ll feel to re-enter his apartment.

He doesn’t tell Melissa this
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