
   
[image: Cover image: The Woman Who Took a Chance by Fiona Gibson]




THE WOMAN WHO TOOK A CHANCE

 

 

Fiona Gibson

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: HarperCollinsPublishers Logo]




Copyright

Published by AVON

A Division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers 2022

Copyright © Fiona Gibson 2022

Cover design by Caroline Young © HarperCollinsPublishers 2022

Cover illustrations: Shutterstock.com

Fiona Gibson asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008386023

Ebook Edition © March 2022 ISBN: 9780008386030

Version: 2021-12-07




Dedication

For Sue, Chris and Millie at Atkinson-Pryce




Epigraph

‘No one meets in real life, Mum.

It’s all algorithms now.’
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Prologue

The fear of redundancy is like a spot brewing on your chin. Although you try to ignore it you know it’s still there, simmering away under the surface.

With that spot, you find yourself obsessively charting its progress. You wrestle with the urge to poke at it and find yourself arranging your social life around it. You almost wish it would peak, or even explode dramatically – because at least then the worst would be over.

That’s how it feels when your industry is in crisis. I am a flight attendant with BudgieAir, an airline firmly aimed at your cheap and cheerful holiday market. It’s all I had ever wanted to do, since I was a little girl – to work for an airline, wear the smart uniform and fly all over the world. So I’m clinging on to the hope that we’ll weather the current financial storm and I’ll continue to demonstrate the safety procedures and hand out packets of pretzels with a big, bright, BudgieAir smile.

And, as a bonus, perhaps that menopausal spot currently brewing on my chin might not peak after all, but be magically reabsorbed by my face during the night.





CHAPTER ONE

Bare feet. There’s a lot of them about on this Palma–Glasgow flight. They’re propped up on bulkheads, dangling over armrests and jutting out into the aisle. There are gnarly toenails, bunions, several cases of severe sunburn and some of these feet are, I have to say, not the freshest I’ve encountered. I serve teas and coffees, politely ask passengers to put their socks back on and catch Freddie demonstrating his patented method of upselling our airline’s mascot.

Blue velour with plastic feet and a wind-mechanism, Billy Budgie is available to purchase on every route – just ask your friendly flight attendant.

There are gales of rowdy laughter as he slips into his sales routine as follows:


	Home in on a particularly high-spirited group.


	Demonstrate that two budgies, when wound up simultaneously, can be set loose to copulate on a tray table.


	Rack up a heap of sales as each party member buys two budgies each.




It’s hard to believe that, in the golden age of air travel, flight attendants once served martinis and roast beef dinners on real china crockery. These days it’s vodka and tonics and super-heated cheese toasties in cellophane bags. But there’s still a thrill to it; a kind of glamour I suppose. After nearly three decades in the job I still experience a frisson of pleasure as I clack across an airport concourse, fully made-up with not so much as a single pore scandalously naked. I feel right, somehow, when I’m wearing one of our few approved lipstick shades.

‘What about your human rights?’ my daughter Hannah exclaimed, when she’d just reached her teens and was appalled to learn that my employer dictated my choice. ‘I mean, what if you don’t want to wear lipstick?’

‘Well, we’re expected to,’ I said.

‘Oh my God. That’s ridiculous.’

‘I know, love, but it’s part of the job to look polished – to send out the signal that we’re a team,’ I explained, and that’s exactly what we are: an army of highly trained individuals in our crisp white shirts, fitted blue suits and jaunty blue and yellow silk scarves at the neck, bearing our chirpy budgie logo. Yes, I know we’d be just as capable of calming nervous flyers and attending to minor medical scares with our faces bare. But our super-groomed appearance acts as a kind of armour – like an armadillo’s horny plates. With my heels on and my hair pinned up in its chignon, I am armed to deal with the backchat, the enthusiastic drinking, the flare-ups and occasional punch-ups, the sub-blanket fumbling and couples attempting to cram themselves into the loo together – because we’d never notice, right? Or we’d believe the guy who says, ‘I’m just going in to help her get something out of her eye.’ For a while, among my colleagues, it was a euphemism for sex; i.e. to the friend who’d just started seeing someone: ‘Has he tried to get something out of your eye yet?’ ‘No, but I think it might be on the cards for Friday night.’

So yes, this job can be challenging but we’re trained to manage even the most demanding of passengers in the most pleasant way possible. Smiles cost nothing so we give them for free. That’s one of the little phrases that was drummed into us during training, along with MEFS: Make Every Flight Special. And I try to, I really do – even today when the woman in seat 32A starts to sand at her bare heels with a pumice.

‘Excuse me,’ I start, ‘would you mind not doing that in-flight please?’

‘What?’ She glares at me.

‘Doing your feet—’

‘I’m exfoliating them.’

‘Even so,’ I say brightly, ‘I’m afraid we have a no bare feet policy on board.’

‘Jobsworth bitch,’ she hisses as I stride away.

I gather that there’s less of this kind of behaviour on the classier airlines, where passengers just want to snooze, or prepare for meetings, and alcohol is consumed with restraint. However, I have never been tempted to work for anyone else. BudgieAir is where I started, along with a brilliant bunch of new recruits – including Freddie – who became my best friends. We work hard but it’s not all graft; we have our parties, our awaydays and the camaraderie is like nowhere else. We also have our annual awards ceremony when the flight attendant who’s sold the most Billy Budgies that year wins an amazing holiday. That’s why it’s such a big deal, flogging those darned toys. Last year Freddie won, and the year before it was me. While he and his husband took their prize trip the following month I still haven’t redeemed mine. It’s a week for two on the Greek island of Santorini in the honeymoon suite of a spa hotel.

‘It does look very honeymoonish, Mum,’ Hannah remarked, when I suggested we went together.

‘You don’t have to be newlyweds to go there,’ I pointed out. ‘I mean, there’s no rule.’

‘I just think you should save it for someone special,’ she insisted. Who was more special than her? I asked. My friends have been the same. It’s been all, ‘Oh, no, Jen. Don’t waste it on me!’ Like I need to be in an intimate relationship with someone to fully enjoy going on holiday with them.

‘’Scuse me,’ a passenger calls out now, waving a pastry in the air. ‘What’s in this exactly?’

‘That’s a sausage roll,’ I reply, ‘so it’ll be sausage meat, sir.’

‘Is it?’ he splutters, sunburnt head glowing. ‘It’s like eating a fart.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry. It’s premium sausage meat from naturally reared pigs—’

‘Yeah, right,’ he snorts.

‘—But if you’re not enjoying it,’ I add, ‘I can exchange it for anything else in its menu section.’

Clearly primed for confrontation, he seems taken aback. ‘Oh, can you? I’ll have the cheesy thingy then.’

‘No problem, sir. I’ll be back in a minute.’ I whisk away the substandard pastry and Freddie winks as I pass. It’s always a treat to find we’ll be working together. I felt lucky, back in the early Nineties when we trained together, and I still feel lucky now, at fifty years old – even as the foot-sanding woman glares at me as she disembarks.

‘Have a great day,’ I say cheerily, ever polite and professional with my BudgieAir smile: the brightest smile in the sky.

I catch up with Hannah when I’m home. My uniform has already been swapped for tracksuit bottoms and a saggy sweater, my make-up thoroughly cleansed away. She’s on her way home from work, walking from Mile End tube station to her shared house; it’s when she tends to call. My only child left home three years ago, jumping straight from college here in Glasgow to a junior job with a podcast production company in London. She has already been promoted to an assistant producer role. Although I miss her terribly I couldn’t be more proud of her.

‘I’ve got a date tonight, Mum,’ she tells me.

‘Really? That’s exciting. Who with?’

‘Just someone I’ve been chatting to.’ I catch the smile in her voice. ‘You know what?’ she adds. ‘You should do something fun to take your mind off stuff at work.’ She knows all about our rival airlines shedding staff and, in some cases, ceasing to operate. No one’s been gloating about this. We’re horribly aware that, while a determined beach lover will always prioritise their fortnight in the sun, post-pandemic an awful lot of people are choosing to stay closer to home. Who’d have imagined that drizzly Britain, with our chips and midges, would be so appealing?

‘Like what?’ I ask, although I know exactly what she’s hinting at. Lately, my daughter’s been on at me to at least be open to meeting someone. There’s been the very occasional adventure over the years, on a layover far, far from home. This industry is rife with flings and shenanigans in resort hotels around the world. But it’s been at least a couple of years since I’ve even kissed anyone properly, and apart from a brief relationship three years ago I’ve been single for pretty much forever.

Hannah’s dad and I weren’t even together in the conventional sense – although I do count Rod as one of my very best friends. We’d been great mates, and flatmates for a time, at college. Sometimes that had tipped into flirtation but he was never short of attention from girls so I assumed he just regarded me as a friend. Then a few years on, we’d got it together after a party. Although we’d done a great job of laughing it off as a mad, drunken thing, that wasn’t quite the end of it. At twenty-six, I was accidentally pregnant.

The truth is, being Hannah’s mum and managing my work roster have consumed just about all of my energy over the years. And I’ve been happy, mainly, being able to do my own thing and not being answerable to anyone. However, things have felt a little different since she left home. We were always super-close, and I suppose it’s hit me that now it’s just me, who hasn’t had a proper boyfriend since before Hannah was born. And maybe that is a little weird.

I also suspect that, since she moved out, Hannah’s been worried about me being lonely. Maybe I am, very occasionally, when I’m not working over a weekend and everyone is busy doing cosy family things or going on dates or visiting the garden centre or whatever it is that normal, fully functioning people do. On occasion, Rod has teased me that I am actually married to BudgieAir, leaving no space for anyone else. And perhaps he has a point.

‘You know what I’m talking about,’ Hannah says now. ‘Get yourself out there, Mum. It doesn’t have to be anything serious. It can just be a bit of fun.’

‘Oh, I don’t think so, love,’ I say firmly. ‘With work and everything, I hardly have a minute—’

‘You’ve always said that,’ she teases. ‘You’ve always blamed your job for never getting around to meeting anyone. But you know what?’ She pauses. ‘I don’t think that’s the real reason anymore.’

‘What is the reason, then?’ I’m intrigued as to what she has to say.

‘It’s doing it online, isn’t it? Meeting someone through an app or a dating site—’

‘Well, yes,’ I say. ‘I hate the thought of being judged by a little profile, and all the swiping and that. Which probably means I don’t want it enough, doesn’t it?’

‘But that’s how it happens these days,’ she insists. ‘It’s what people do, Mum. I don’t see why you’re so resistant to it.’

I love our chats, and of course I don’t mind my daughter talking to me as if I had been stored in a freezer since the era of dial-up internet and only just been thawed out. ‘For your generation maybe, but not for me, Han. And people must still meet in the normal way.’

‘This is the normal way now,’ she insists.

‘It seems so contrived, though.’

‘It’s just convenient and efficient. And it works! That’s the whole point of technology, isn’t it? To make life easier and better?’

‘I’m not sure if it is better,’ I start.

‘Of course it is,’ she says firmly. ‘Imagine …’ She pauses. ‘Imagine you still had to write letters to people instead of messaging them.’

‘Letters were nice,’ I say, frowning. ‘I loved having pen pals when I was a kid. I had Val in France and Bonnie in Pennsylvania and a nice boy called Gino in Venice who I was completely crazy about—’

‘That’s sweet,’ she says with a chuckle. Then: ‘Remember that castle in the Highlands that you and Dad took me to when I was little?’

‘Uh-huh?’

‘And they had massive copper pans and a mangle in the kitchen?’

‘Yeah?’ I think I know where this is going.

‘So, you’re saying that instead of having a washing machine you’d rather wash your clothes in the sink and then mangle them?’ Hannah retorts.

‘I’d love that,’ I tease her. ‘It’d seem wholesome and quaint. Next time you come home there’ll be a gap where the washing machine used to be and I’ll have a huge, bulging bicep from all the mangling—’

‘Great arm workout,’ she sniggers.

‘See? The old ways have benefits …’

‘Are you still running, by the way?’ she asks.

‘Um, I wouldn’t exactly call it that, but yes.’

‘That’s a really good thing to do. For stress, I mean,’ she adds gravely. Since when did twenty-three-year-olds start counselling their mothers? ‘And you really should get on some dating apps,’ Hannah adds. ‘How’s it going to happen otherwise?’

I stretch out on the sofa and extract a cookie from the jar on the floor. ‘I might just … meet someone one day?’

‘Like in the films?’ She is referring to the romcoms we used to love watching together, when it was just me and her, snuggled up with Meg Ryan, Jennifer Aniston and Owen Wilson – all our favourites – with a duvet across our laps and a plate of hot buttered crumpets between us. When it felt like nothing bad could happen.

‘Like, she’s in a bookshop,’ Hannah reminisces, ‘and she turns around and there’s this hot man just standing there …’

‘Or she’s in the supermarket,’ I add, ‘and she collides with his trolley—’

‘There was a lot of colliding in those days,’ she says, sniggering.

‘Well, there was no Tinder then. People had to crash into each other …’

‘With an armload of books. She was always carrying books—’

‘Or a Christmas tree.’

‘Yeah.’ She laughs. ‘Oh, Mum, I loved all that and honestly, I wanted to believe it too. But be realistic. There’s a far higher chance of liking someone you’re matched with, rather than some random stranger you’ve just bumped into in real life.’

‘That’s kind of sad,’ I announce.

‘Why is it sad?’

‘Because it makes it seem like nothing ever happens by chance anymore. Like there’s no …’ I hesitate, fishing for the right word.

‘Magic?’ Hannah suggests.

‘Yeah, that’s it. Magic. And I can’t believe it doesn’t exist—’

‘It doesn’t, Mum. Trust me. No one just happens to meet the love of their life in the street—’

‘You mean I can’t just wander around with a Christmas tree?’

‘In May? If you want to look weird, yeah!’ She’s laughing now, and there’s a jangle of keys as she lets herself into her shared terraced house. I picture her flinging down her bag, catching up with her housemates in their cluttered kitchen and rushing upstairs to get ready for her date.

‘Where did it all go, Han?’ I ask her, sensing a pang deep in my gut.

‘Where did what go?’ she asks.

‘The magic!’

She pauses and I hear her gently closing the front door behind her. ‘We don’t need it anymore, Mum. Magic’s obsolete. We have algorithms now.’




CHAPTER TWO

Here he comes – the hot runner – bounding around the corner as if it’s no effort at all. I replay yesterday’s conversations with Hannah. Hear that, honey? I keep spotting an extremely eye-pleasing man IN REAL LIFE. I should get myself a pile of books! Or a Norway spruce!

Maybe I’m over-reacting to the sight of a pleasant-looking male, due to not having experienced anything remotely resembling a sexual frisson since that balmy layover at Hotel de Buenos Amigos in Malaga two years ago. But my regular sightings of this lean silver fox are at least livening up my otherwise torturous morning runs.

It goes like this. Pre-spotting Foxy I’m slumping along, thinking I might cut this thing short. But now miraculously, having sighted him, I instantly perk up on this cool May morning. Look at me, I’m trying to project. I’m a proper runner, just like you, bounding along simply because I love it so!

Some mornings he’s out running with a friend but often, like today, he’s alone. He’s getting closer now. With my earbuds plugged in, I try to steady my breathing and look as if this is no effort at all. We smile and nod in recognition, the way runners do, as we pass.

God, he’s dishy, as the teenage magazines used to say: well over six foot with one of those lean, lithe runner’s bodies and a warm, wide smile. I can imagine him in an advert for a citrussy cologne for the mature man. Or cookware, maybe. He’d look good in a stripy apron, brandishing barbecue tongs, grappling a sausage.

Pushing such lewd thoughts aside I head home and get ready for work. When I started in this game it had taken what felt like forever to get out of the door. But these days I can go from zero to flight-ready in twenty-five minutes. Manicured, mascaraed and still feeling buoyant after my silver fox sighting, I drive out to the airport for one of those flights that goes like a dream: happy crew, everything running on time, passengers lively but untroublesome. There’s a quick turnaround in Alicante before the home leg to Glasgow, where I grab an Americano and a bag of mini dark chocolate florentines – but only because they’re on offer – to snack on as I make my way to the car park.

Once home, I call Mum, who lives a little further out in the suburbs, before Rod arrives with his grimy canvas tool bag. He lives a ten-minute drive away and is dropping off a blowtorch I’ve asked to borrow. I’m planning to strip down and repaint a pink wooden chair that Hannah reclaimed from the street. She went through a phase of dragging in abandoned furniture, with the intention of upcycling it, but rushed off to London before any upcycling could be done.

Like me, Rod has been mainly single throughout our parenting years, apart from a two-year relationship with Nesta – a history lecturer at Glasgow university – which ended mysteriously a couple of years ago. He didn’t seem to want to discuss it. It was never on the cards for me and him to become a proper couple, even when we’d discovered I was pregnant. In a wave of thorough grown-up-ness we’d sat down and discussed how we’d do this thing; how we would raise our baby without living under the same roof.

We both felt it would be ridiculous to force ourselves to be together when we could do things our way. It wasn’t the 1960s after all. Yes, I loved Rod, and he was (and still is) attractive – and very occasionally I’d yearn to snuggle close and even kiss him and, okay, sleep together again, because who could mean more to me than him? We were friends, I’d remind myself firmly – united forever by the daughter we’d made. And I wasn’t prepared to do anything that might risk spoiling that.

‘I’m really not sure about lending you this,’ he remarks now, as if I am nine years old. ‘Why can’t you use paint stripper instead?’ He rakes back his tousled salt-and-pepper hair and pulls the blowtorch, plus scuffed plastic goggles, from the bag.

‘Because this’ll be much quicker and it’s better than those horrible chemicals,’ I say.

Rod looks unconvinced. ‘Okay, but don’t put it anywhere near your face—’

‘Oh, shouldn’t I? I was planning to scorch off my facial hairs!’

‘Yeah, I’ve heard that’s the best way.’ He grins and peers at me more closely. He has dark chocolatey eyes, a pleasantly worn-in face and wears old faded jeans and T-shirts with their logos almost laundered away; ironic, as he runs his own successful T-shirt printing company. ‘You’ve got one right there, poking out of your chin,’ he adds, smirking. ‘Want me to get it for you?’

‘No thanks,’ I yelp, springing back.

‘I’m surprised it’s not picking up Radio Moscow …’

‘It does at night. That’s why I’ve left it.’ Rod sniggers, and as he proceeds to instruct me on the blowtorch’s usage, I make a mental note to perform a thorough check for further hairs in fierce daylight before my shift tomorrow. These menopausal sproutings are sneaky: easily missed when you look in a mirror, yet glaringly obvious to anyone else.

‘Are you sure I can’t I strip the chair for you?’ Now Rod is eyeing the blowtorch again as if it’s a hamster, and he’s not sure if I’m up to looking after it properly.

‘No, I’ll do it,’ I say firmly. ‘I need a project to keep my mind off all this work stuff.’

‘Oh, God, yeah.’ Rod gives me a sympathetic smile. ‘Macramé might be safer, Jen,’ he adds.

‘I’m perfectly capable of operating a simple tool, thank you.’

He pulls a wry look as he shrugs on his jacket. ‘So you’ve used a blowtorch before, have you?’

‘How hard can it be—’

‘Promise you’ll wear these, then?’ he cuts in, indicating the safety goggles on the table.

I nod. ‘I promise. Now you can stop implying that I’m a silly, fluffy little woman who can’t operate a potentially lethal flame-throwing machine.’

‘Would I ever do that?’ Rod snorts, aware that he exasperates me sometimes. Yet it’s comforting to know that he cares enough to worry about me setting myself on fire – and anyway, this joshing is a ritual we have always had. If we were polite and respectful I’d worry that something was wrong.

As Rod hugs me briefly, getting ready to leave, my phone pings with a text notification on the table. I pick it up and frown as I read Freddie’s message: Have you seen email, Toots? Call me asap.

Something thuds dully inside me. ‘What is it, Jen?’

I’m aware of Rod speaking but I can’t respond as I open my emails. I’m vaguely conscious of him looking concerned as I scroll through them. There are several from high street stores, including one from Ann Summers, who I must have bought something from back in the Stone Age, and now they’re flagging up their ‘vibrating crotchless thong – 50% off!’ Don’t they realise that having my underwear doing anything as untoward as vibrating would probably trigger a panic attack?

Onwards I scroll until finally I spot it:


From: EDavenport@BudgieAir.com

Subject: IMPORTANT ANNOUNCEMENT

BudgieAir

Budgie House

36–40 Beak Street

Leeds LS7 9PJ

Dear Jennifer,

It is with enormous sadness and regret that I write to inform you that BudgieAir is shortly to be put into administration. Therefore your position is redundant from immediate effect.

For further information please consult the Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) on Budgie World or call the redundancy helpline number below.

May I take this opportunity to thank you for your loyal service to BudgieAir and wish you the very best for your future.

Yours sincerely,

Elizabeth Davenport, CEO

BudgieAir. The brightest smile in the sky!




CHAPTER THREE

Helpline lady: Hello, can I help you?

Me, trying to form words: …

HL: Hello?

Me, frantically clearing throat: Hellurghhurgh.

HL, brightly: Hi, how can I help?

Me: Erm, I’ve been trying to get through all morning …

HL: Yes, we’ve been really busy today I’m afraid. Have you received your email?

Me: Yes, um, it came yesterday …

In fact the period between reading it last night and finally getting through to the helpline at lunchtime today has been a blur. Rod was incredibly kind, staying with me until I seemed to have gathered myself together. However, after he’d gone I sat up alone, drinking heavily, reading that damned email over and over. To further crank up my malaise I am now suffering from one of those nerve-shredding, mental-collapse-type hangovers.

HL, still perky: I am sorry. Where are you, love?

Me, voice wavering: On the scrapheap.

HL, sounding taken aback: Erm, I mean, whereabouts were you based?

‘Were’. Christ – past tense already.

Me: Glasgow.

HL: Cabin crew?

Me: Yes. For twenty-nine years.

HL: Oh, that is a long time, love. It’s very hard, I know.

She sounds older, I think; a kind middle-aged lady with a soft Yorkshire accent who uses a teapot, with a crocheted tea cosy, rather than the bag-in-mug method (I catch myself; of course I am middle-aged too).

Me: Well, I took a couple of years out when I had a baby but it’s all I’ve ever done and I just don’t know …

I blink away tears and try to wrestle my emotions under control. Christ, this hangover’s evil. After I’d finished the wine, I made inroads into my dusty collection of spirits. I woke up this morning wearing yesterday’s tracksuit bottoms and my bra.

HL: It meant a lot to you. I can understand that.

Me, quietly: Yes.

HL: Okay, so the first thing to do is sort out your redundancy entitlement—

Me: I was obsessed with flying, ever since I was little girl, even though I’d never been on a plane before. I mean, we didn’t have those sorts of holidays. We went camping in the Highlands or, or—

HL, cutting in swiftly: You’ll find the link to the government’s site in the FAQs. There’s everything you need to know about—

Me: Then my dad bought this sailing boat on a whim and made me and Mum and my brother go out on it, and he took us on this terrifying trip in a storm – Stop it! Stop rambling to this stranger, you lunatic! – and we sailed through Corryvreckan. Have you heard of that?

HL: Erm, I don’t think so …

Me: It’s off the west coast of Scotland.

HL: Really? That sounds nice—

Me: Corryvreckan? It’s not nice at all. It’s terrifying. It means ‘cauldron of the speckled seas’—

HL: Oh!

Me: There are actual whirlpools. It’s the most dangerous bit of sea around Britain.

HL, sounding baffled: So why would anyone go there?

Me: Dad thought we might see minke whales.

HL: And did you?

Me: No. We didn’t see anything apart from my brother being sick and Mum crying and the boat nearly capsizing. They got divorced soon after—

HL, cutting through my insane rantings: So, as I was saying, you’ll find everything in the FAQs …

Me: Like it’s that simple!

HL, sounding startled: Sorry?

Me, hyperventilating now: It’s not all there, is it, in the FAQs? A new job’s not there. Any chance of finding anything else I can do at fifty years old isn’t there—

HL: FAQs means Frequently Asked Questions …

Me, too loudly: I know what FAQ means!

HL: There’s no need to take that tone.

Me: I’m not taking any tone—

Stop ranting, I order myself silently. This isn’t her fault. She’s just a lady at a call centre doing her job.

HL, whose ‘tone’ has veered towards the decidedly brittle: It would help if you could remain calm.

Me: I am calm. I am.

HL, inhaling audibly: Okay. So with all your experience you’re perfectly placed for other client-facing careers … What if I don’t want another client-facing career? … And you might want to start thinking about your transferable skills.

Me, trying to steady myself with calming breaths and wondering if, in fact, I am still drunk: Uh, yes, I’ll do that.

HL: In your line of work you have so many. What comes to mind, off the top of your head?

I look around my living room, my gaze landing upon my shoulder bag, which for some reason is lying on the floor, its contents strewn: screwed-up tissues, a lidless lipstick, a pressed powder compact (cracked, perhaps stood on?), a sole Lindor chocolate, loose chewing gum pellets, the wrapper from one of those rocky road bars from the airport kiosk (which I am apparently addicted to) and a tampon which, considering that my last period was nearly a year ago, is probably as redundant as I am.

Me: I’m organised.

HL: Great. And you’ve held down a highly responsible role …

Now I’ve calmed down slightly, I’m detecting an acrid smell – like something burnt. Did I blunder out for cigarettes last night? Surely not; I quit smoking twenty-four years ago when I found out I was pregnant. Maybe I burnt some toast? Still clutching my phone, I stride through to the kitchen where various sticky-looking bottles are still sitting out: raspberry gin, watermelon vodka and strawberry tequila – all pink and marketed as ‘ladies’ drinks’, grabbed on special offer at duty-free around the world. Empty crisp packets, broken pretzels and several smeared wine glasses litter the worktop (how many drinking receptacles does one person need?), plus a block of cheddar, which appears to have been hacked at with a blunt instrument. It looks like the scene of a teenagers’ illicit party, before the rapid clearing up that’s necessary before the parents come home.

Helpline lady is chattering on about how I might ‘use this time to retrain, to up your skill set’. I’m trying to listen, but finding it hard to focus as I prowl around my flat, investigating the source of the smell. I step into Hannah’s old bedroom. Something has definitely happened in here because the pink wooden chair – the one she dragged in from the street – has been repositioned to the centre of the room. Curiously, it looks as if someone has tried to burn it. No, they have burnt it. I blink at it, trying to work out what has happened here. Rod’s blowtorch is lying on the floor beside it. There are no goggles in sight.

HL, continuing: … So, what I suggest is, in your own time – ‘Please get off the line’ is what she means – start to think about what you have to offer. It’s important to be open-minded and think outside the box …

Me: I’ll do that. I’ll think outside the box.

HL, cheerily: Great! And we’re planning some online sessions to help with dusting off your CV, making a good impression at interview, that kind of thing. So do keep checking the site.

Me: Yes, I’ll do that.

HL: Well, thanks for calling. I wish you the best of luck. Goodbye.

I don’t know what I expected – a miracle maybe? – but I’m awash with disappointment as I march back to the living room. So this is it, I reflect as I gather up all the detritus from my bag. After nearly three decades of flying I am officially grounded, without the faintest idea of what the heck to do next.




CHAPTER FOUR

Rod comes over again late that afternoon. Dear, caring Rod, who doesn’t witter on about transferrable skills but just listens patiently and tries to reassure me that everything will be okay. However, I did know he’d lecture me if he saw the state of Hannah’s chair, with one of its arms and its whole seat blackened. So, prior to his arrival, I opened all the windows and shoved the offending item back into position in a corner of her room, with an embroidered throw draped over it (not that Rod is likely to go in there but I don’t want to risk it). I have also put away his precious tool, plus the booze bottles, and tidied up my entire flat. Finally, like someone banishing all traces of evidence at a crime scene, I showered thoroughly in case the smoky smell had stuck to my hair. By the time he arrived, no one would have guessed I was drunk and in charge of a blowtorch last night.

‘The helpline lady told me off about my tone,’ I tell him, as we drink tea.

‘What kind of tone did she expect you to have?’ he asks loyally.

‘I know. It wasn’t as if I was shouting or anything.’

‘I’m sure you weren’t.’ He casts me a quick I’m-sure-you-were-actually look. I smile, grateful that he’s here, and not just because my fellow redundant budgies have scattered far and wide (Freddie and his husband have headed up to their little cabin up north – ‘Need to get away from all this, Toots,’ he’d said – and our best friend Leena has gone to lick her wounds at her sister’s down south). I’d have called Rod anyway. He’s like that familiar sweater you pull on, knowing it’ll always feel comfortable and right.

Rod sets his mug on the kitchen table and twitches his nose. ‘Did you do some drunk cooking last night?’

I frown. ‘No, why?’

‘I’m sure I can smell something. A kind of burnt smell.’

‘That’s probably just my toast from earlier.’

He gets up from the chair and scans the kitchen like a man from the gas board – is there still such a thing as the gas board? – trying to ascertain whether there’s a leak. ‘I can definitely smell something, Jen.’

‘It’s probably coming from outside,’ I say, glancing at the window, which is still open. Rod juts his head out in order to continue his investigations, then turns back to me.

‘No, I don’t think it is.’

‘Let’s not worry about it,’ I say quickly.

He frowns, as if it’s still bothering him as he pulls on his jacket. I follow him out into my unlovely magnolia hallway.

‘So, what’re you doing tonight?’

‘I’m not sure. I don’t think anyone’s around.’

‘Give me a call if you like, if you’re fed up.’

‘I will, thanks.’ I smile. ‘And thanks for coming over.’

‘No problem—’ He breaks off as his gaze slides towards the door of Hannah’s room; the door I’m cursing myself over for leaving open. Because the smell is definitely still evident here and, like a sniffer dog at the airport, Rod is hot on the scent.

I trail in after him as he heads straight to the chair in the corner and whips the throw off it. ‘What’re you doing?’ I exclaim.

‘For God’s sake, Jen,’ he mutters as he examines the scorched wood. ‘That’s bloody dangerous, what you’ve done here—’

‘Yes, I know.’ I stare, contrite, at my feet.

‘I shouldn’t have trusted you with it!’

‘You’re like an angry science teacher,’ I mutter, ‘when someone’s been running amok with a Bunsen burner.’

‘Yeah, because you have! I’m taking it back—’ He looks around the room. ‘Where is it?’

‘Don’t take it. I’ll be much more careful next time.’

‘Please, just give it to me—’

‘You’re going to confiscate it?’ I ask, aware that perhaps I am not being entirely reasonable.

‘How can I confiscate something that’s actually mine?’ His mouth starts to quiver as he tries to trap in a laugh which, ridiculously, triggers my tear mechanism, as if he’s laughing, cruelly, at me – which of course he isn’t. His face falls. ‘Oh, Jen. I’m sorry. Don’t get upset.’ He steps towards me but I skitter back, away from him.

‘I was drunk. I know it was a completely mad thing to do.’ I shove back my lank and unwashed long hair and rub at my face. ‘I’m a disaster,’ I go on. ‘I’m an idiot. I know that. I just don’t know I’m going to do—’

‘Hey, hey, hey …’ Now his arms are around me and he’s pulled me to his chest, and I’m properly crying like a big weeping kid onto his soft T-shirt that smells so comfortingly of him.

‘I didn’t wear the goggles,’ I choke out. ‘I didn’t take the proper safety measures.’

He pulls back and looks at me with such kindness that it triggers a fresh sprouting of tears. ‘That’s because you’re a reckless maniac.’

‘I know,’ I choke out. He perches on the edge of our daughter’s bed that’s still made up with her favourite duvet cover – geometric spirals of purple and blue – and motions for me to sit next to him. I plonk myself down and blot my wet eyes with my sweater sleeve.

‘You know what I think?’ he says gently.

I shake my head.

‘I think you should get away for a little bit.’

I look at him, knowing he means well but that’s not what I need. ‘I’m hardly in the mood for a holiday,’ I murmur. ‘Although I do still have that Santorini prize. I wonder if they’d let me exchange it for money now that I don’t have a salary anymore? I could do with it. I wonder how much it’s worth—’

‘Never mind that now,’ Rod says firmly. ‘I didn’t mean a holiday anyway, unless you want that.’

‘No, I really don’t.’ I shake my head.

Gently, he pushes a strand of hair from my face. ‘I just mean a little break from this place …’ His gaze rests momentarily on the blackened chair. ‘How about a few days away with Han? Don’t you think that’d do you good?’

‘Oh, I don’t know if I’m up to a trip to London,’ I say quickly.

‘You’d be fine.’

‘I’m just not sure I’m in a fit state to be out in public,’ I add. ‘And anyway, she’s probably busy.’ A trace of self-pity has crept into my voice.

‘Well, you could ask her at least, couldn’t you?’

I rub at my eyes as we get up and head into the hallway. ‘I can’t stop crying, Rod. I mean, I keep having these outbursts when I don’t expect them. And I wouldn’t want to make an arse of myself in front of Hannah and her friends, all those gorgeous people from her work—’

‘You don’t have to see them, do you?’ Rod suggests. ‘It doesn’t have to be a big social thing if you’re not up to it. You could just hang out with Han and eat nice food, maybe see a film or something. Keep it low-key.’ His presence is having a calming effect now, like tea and toast and a hot water bottle in a furry cover; all the comforting things. Sometimes I don’t know where I’d be without him.

‘I’m just not sure I’d be much fun,’ I say.

‘C’mon,’ he says, giving me another hug at the door. ‘You don’t have to be fun. You’re not a party entertainer, are you? You’re her mum.’




CHAPTER FIVE

It’s not just Hannah and me in the bustling bar in Hackney where I find myself the following Friday night. There’s also Indie, a producer at the podcast company, plus Cass, the ‘audio geek’ and Jacob, the assistant, whose boyish enthusiasm lends him a puppyish air. Everyone is in their twenties. They’re at the start – not the abrupt end – of their careers.

Hannah had asked, tentatively, whether I was up to an evening with her friends. ‘I’d love that,’ I’d said, not remotely in the mood for a group thing but realising that their Friday night out has become something of a fixture, and not wanting to seem lame. And now, at a table crammed with cocktails and dishes of chips and dips and toasted cornbread, I’m glad I did.

Although everyone’s been hugely sympathetic about my redundancy, I haven’t wanted to dwell on it tonight. For the past week I’ve felt sick with fear – not only over my precarious financial situation (I’ve never been sensible enough to amass more than meagre savings) but also because, without my job, I don’t know who I am. But Rod was right, I realise now. Getting away was precisely the right thing to do. It certainly feels better than drowning my sorrows at home and spending hours on calls with friends, lamenting our situation and endlessly speculating on whether a buyer might appear, magically, for BudgieAir – literally out of the blue. We haven’t yet been able to accept that it’s over; that our beloved airline will go the way of Woolworths and Pick ’n’ Mix counters, to gradually fade away into the past. But here in London, with Hannah and her friends, I’ve managed to shove the wretched business to the back of my mind, at least for now.

‘I’ve been saying you should start dating, Mum,’ she says, and everyone nods in agreement, insisting how easy it is, how it can just be fun.

‘Oh, I don’t know, Han.’ I look around the table. ‘I’ve never done it online or with an app or anything like that.’

‘Why not?’ Jacob asks, looking genuinely curious.

‘Mum’s literally had her head in the clouds for the past thirty years,’ Hannah says with a chuckle.

I grin. ‘She’s right really. That’s why so many flight attendants end up with other flight attendants or pilots. There’s hardly a chance to meet anyone else.’

‘That never happened to you?’ Cass asks, leaning forward.

I shake my head and sip my deliciously sharp concoction of gin and fresh lime. ‘It can all get a bit messy if it doesn’t work out and you still have to fly together.’

‘You should try some dating apps,’ Indie says firmly. ‘Everyone does it.’

‘Yeah, even my mum,’ Jacob explains, and I can’t help smiling at that. ‘She’s having a brilliant time,’ he adds. ‘Honestly, she’s the expert on it. You should talk to her about it—’

‘And Mum’s got this prize that she’s never taken,’ Hannah cuts in. ‘A holiday for two in a honeymoon suite in Greece—’

‘I’ve told you, I want to take you!’ I exclaim.

‘No way,’ she says, laughing, as she turns to Jacob. ‘What am I going to do with her, Jay?’

It’s something of a relief when the conversation swerves onto workplace gossip. Their enthusiasm is infectious, and I’m fascinated to see Hannah in her natural habitat, with her friends. She seems to have grown up even more – even though we FaceTime regularly – since she popped up to Glasgow for a visit back in February. There’s a new assuredness about her after three years in London; enough time to establish new friendships and put down roots of her own. She is tall, like her dad (at barely five foot four I only just made the minimum height requirement for flight attendants) and has cut her once long, light brown hair to a jaw-length bob and dyed it a glossy cherry red.

Now the talk has turned to everyone’s love lives. All four are casually dating; no one seems concerned with meeting a serious partner anytime soon. It all seems wonderfully free and I feel flattered that they feel able to chatter away with me being here, as if I am just a normal person – rather than a parent. It’s just gone nine-thirty when I sense a slight change around the table as Jacob comes back from having nipped outside, presumably for a cigarette. Now he and Hannah are whispering and sniggering conspiratorially while glancing towards the main door.

‘What’re you two up to?’ I ask, buoyed up by three cocktails now.

‘Nothing,’ Hannah says blithely. I catch her exchanging glances with Indie and Cass and sense that something is afoot.

Indie adjusts her chunky spectacles and laughs. ‘Tell her, Han.’

My daughter glances at Jacob, her face breaking into a wide grin as he swivels towards the door again, clearly struggling to maintain a neutral expression. They’re all in on some plan here, and with a bolt of alarm it hits me what they’re trying to do.

No, please not that. It’s only a week since I lost my job, and I’m not sure I can handle it.

‘Han, what’s going on?’ I ask lightly.

She smiles, feigning innocence. ‘What are you talking about, Mum?’

‘Come on, darling. I know there’s something. Please tell me what it is …’ I’m trying to be brave, and bracing myself for the fact that this lovely evening might be about to take a terribly embarrassing turn. I scan the room, barely aware of the server who clears our table, and another who brings us a fresh round of cocktails.

I glance down as he lifts each glass from his tray. There are six this time, rather than five. ‘Han, this isn’t funny,’ I blurt out with a note of panic.

‘Mum, just relax!’ Hannah commands.

I inhale deeply and sip my drink in the hope that it will steady my thumping heart. Please don’t say they’re setting me up. If they are, who the hell is it? Some older man they know through their company? Or – God forbid – one of their dads?

‘Erm, I think there are too many drinks here,’ I start, but Hannah grabs my hand across the table and beams at me.

‘No, there aren’t,’ she says firmly. ‘And please stop looking so panicked, Mum. There’s just someone coming who we’d like you to meet.’




CHAPTER SIX

Fabriana, 61

She swishes in with long silver hair flowing, wearing a neat back leather jacket, a snug-fitting soft cerise sweater and a knife-pleated black skirt, plus boots. Reed-slim, she must be nearly six feet tall. The clientele here are pretty much Hannah’s group’s age yet heads swivel as she passes.

‘Hey, lovely!’ she exclaims as Jacob leaps up and embraces her.

‘Hey, Mum. Really glad you could come.’ He grabs her a chair from a nearby table.

‘Me too.’ Fabriana beams around at us all through Jacob’s speedy introductions; it seems she’s met only Hannah before tonight. I have already gathered that Jacob hadn’t nipped out for a cigarette, but to invite her to join us. ‘Everyone calls me Fabs,’ she explains with a dismissive flap of her hand as I try not to seem too overawed, as if I meet women like this all the time. It turns out that she’s a model, originally from Argentina, but had met Jacob’s father (whom I quickly learn has been long out of the picture) here in London, where she has lived for thirty years. ‘My career’s had a surprise resurgence,’ she says with a throaty laugh, when I ask her about it. ‘With the whole diversity thing they’re all desperate to wheel out the old codgers like me.’

I smile. With her husky tones she manages to make old codgers sound highly alluring and sexy.

‘I’d hardly call you that,’ Hannah insists.

Fabs chuckles. ‘Well, I count my lucky stars every time a job comes in.’

‘Mum was in the Sunday Times last week,’ Jacob announces proudly, ‘and the Marks & Spencer Christmas campaign …’

‘I’m just having a lucky streak,’ she cuts in. ‘Give it a few months and it’ll be adverts for stairlifts and incontinence pads.’ We all laugh as she takes an enthusiastic sip of her whisky sour. Jacob is obviously familiar with her preferred tipple. ‘Anyway,’ she adds, turning to me, ‘d’you know what my dream job was, when I was a little girl?’

‘No?’

‘An air hostess,’ she announces, adding quickly, ‘although I’m pretty sure you’re not meant to call them that?’

‘Oh, it doesn’t matter,’ I say. ‘We tend to say flight attendant, or cabin crew, but it’s all the same thing and anyway,’ I add with a shrug, ‘I’m not one anymore. I worked for BudgieAir and they’ve just gone under. So I’m a redundant budgie.’

She nods gravely. ‘You’re grounded, darling. Yes, Jacob told me. I’m so sorry to hear that.’

‘I’ll survive,’ I say.

‘I’m sure you will.’ She takes another sip from her glass. ‘He also said you’re thinking about dating? Getting on the websites, the apps, all of that?’

‘Oh, I’m really not sure—’ I start, taken aback.

‘Trust me, it’s the best way,’ Fabs says firmly, whipping out her phone from her black patent bag
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