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1 -Train of Thought
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I flicked through my notebook several times during the train journey home. I had made some notes on this occasion, as it had been the first time I had officially taken minutes from an interview; a real-life interview, not those ones we learned about at college. The client, an unknown woman who appeared to be deaf and mute, had been accused of murder. ’Where’s the victim?’ I had written.

I’d have liked to return and just try and get through to this ‘Kari Nordmann’, as my boss had labelled her. Mr Hansen, my boss, seemed to have a clear enough conscience as he snored in the seat next to me. Luckily, I carried my trusty earphones and phone everywhere with me, so blasted out some well-chosen music that wouldn’t interfere with the other passengers, or indeed my train of thought. 

I couldn’t understand why ‘Kari’ wouldn’t speak, if it was indeed a choice. She just looked like a scared little girl, her large brown eyes wide in fear. Brash ‘Hansen’, as I called him – not to his face, obviously - had bounded his way into the room, making her flinch. 

Until I started working at his law firm, I had never met anyone so obnoxious. I was hired as his legal secretary three months ago, but spent most of my days making coffee and visiting various takeaways to pick up whatever he desired to eat that day. I had been placed on a desk that was ‘front-of-house', so that I could deal with whatever came through the door, or on the telephone, email; in fact, anything that he didn’t have to deal with personally. That included his poor wife, Heidi, who rang him several times a day, only to be let down most days when he waved dismissively at me, saying he was too busy. 

In reality, he was rarely ‘too busy’. Don’t get me wrong, he was a very successful lawyer, but I think that part of his success was achieved in the very early days of his law company, when he stumbled across a case where the murder trial fell apart when one of the key witnesses for the prosecution was discovered to be lying under oath. More luck than judgement, I think! So instead of Heidi chewing off his ear every day, she bothered me incessantly, telling me how proud she was of her husband. I’d never met anyone more delirious than her before either! The pair of them were at least keeping me on my toes I suppose.

I had chosen the big world of Oslo when I was little. I had always dreamed of being something quite successful, in a high building in the big city, rather than the quaint town on the outskirts of Bergen, where I was born and raised. Mamma worked away from home for a lot of the time, in Oslo of course, whilst Pappa stayed at home with us in the sleepy town, refusing to move away from his remaining family. Pappa embraced not being the main wage earner and was quite happy with his wife working away. He always said it was the secret to a happy marriage, not being underneath each other’s feet all the time. ‘Absence makes the heart grow fonder’, he used to say. Maybe this was the key to the Hansen’s marriage. Maybe if he answered her calls, the marriage would be doomed. Who knows, I just do my job!

As Kari hadn’t been talkative, I didn’t need to write much down, so had taken the opportunity to observe the situation instead. Hansen certainly was intimidating at the best of times, so to a shy young woman he must have been downright frightening. Words couldn’t hurt her it seemed, but she flinched every time he raised his voice and jumped with every clenched fist on the table. He’d been on a course just before I started working for him, apparently; a self-assertion course, which had taught him how to be this towering inferno of a man. I chuckled to myself as I pictured his almost two-metre frame ablaze following one of his rages. His face always went a deep shade of scarlet when he was angry, which wasn’t too often these days since he’d passed the majority of the ‘menial’ tasks to me.  

I looked up from the notepad and saw that he was drooling from his open mouth. Sometimes he had that little collection of nasty white stuff at the corners of his mouth. The thought made me retch a little inside. I looked out of the window to take my mind off his grotesqueness and smiled as I saw the tall buildings of Oslo in the distance. ‘Not long now’, I thought as I checked my watch. We would be back at the office ten minutes before the office closed, and I wondered if I would be allowed to leave straight from the station. I lived just a short distance from the station, and it would be a welcome relief after a full day with the boss. I closed my notepad and packed it away into my small pink rucksack, retrieving my water bottle at the same time. Some of the passengers in our carriage stood up and proceeded to the doors. I now had the difficult task of waking up the sleeping ogre. I’d never travelled with him before, in fact I’d never travelled with anyone who slept during a journey. I wanted to avoid any type of physical contact with him, I hadn’t been inclined to touch him, since the last time we shook hands after my interview; his cold, skinny hands had felt more like those of a skeleton, I almost felt like I had touched Death himself. I shuffled uncomfortably at this thought, accidentally tapping his shoe with my boot. He jumped and sat up swiftly, his face almost as deep as the scarlet it had been earlier. 

“Ah, Larsen, I see we have reached our destination,” he muttered.

He always called me by my last name, like an old schoolmaster back in the day, as Pappa used to tell us. He insisted on being addressed as Mr Hansen, ‘as a mark of respect’. A lack of familiarity with him suited me fine. 

“Yes, Mr Hansen. As I live so close, would it be ok if I left slightly...”

“You are paid until 16:00, Larsen, so you will work until 16:00.” 

I rarely only worked until 16:00, as he always managed to find something to add to my work pile no matter how vigilant I was at clearing my inbox, but chose not to argue. He stood up and shoved his way through the line of people who were queueing patiently. The train came to a halt, the doors opened, and he squeezed his way through.

“Come along, Larsen,” he yelled back, swinging his briefcase to and fro, knocking other travellers, who muttered their displeasures to a deaf ear. 

By the time I had managed to catch up with him, he had already managed to light up his cigarette and was puffing away by the entrance. Despite his apparent inability to multi-task in the office he had perfected his routine of walking, talking rubbish and retrieving a cigarette AND lighter out of his pocket at the same time. No doubt he had shoved the cigarette in his mouth ready for the second he stepped outside the building. As I approached him, I observed him sneering at people who were walking past him, silently judging them. He was no oil painting himself, with his greasy, dated hairstyle that was older than me. With no consideration for others, he walked over to the taxi rank and flicked his unfinished cigarette into the gutter. He indicated to the driver that he was ready for a ride to the office, which could have easily been walked in less time than it would take to navigate through the bustling traffic. Nevertheless, there we were, cramped into the back of a cab and zig-zagging through several lanes of traffic for optimum speed. I held onto the handle above the door, attempting to breathe the fresh air through a crack in the top of the window, detesting the smell of stale cigarette smoke which clashed with the over-used vanilla-fragranced air freshener that had been sprayed by the driver. No doubt he would do the same when we alighted.

This was the first chance at fresh air I had breathed since we met up at the station that morning. My only other opportunities today were spent standing next to him while he smoked, or sitting in a burger joint eating a burger that tasted like it had been sitting in a frying pan for most of the day. It probably had. My stomach retched involuntarily again. As soon as we arrived at the building, I opened the door and inhaled deeply. 

Hansen paid the driver and waited for his change, by which time I was at the building’s main entrance. I breathed in as much oxygen as my lungs could manage as he lit up another cigarette and puffed his way to the door. I rolled my eyes and entered the building, smiling at the receptionist. The building was nowhere near as sophisticated as I’d dreamed of as a girl, but Agnes, the receptionist, was an absolute star. A middle-aged woman, she had been working there since she left school. Her dark hair was greying slightly, her wrinkles were starting to appear as crow’s feet and laughter lines, and laugh she did. I visited her several times a day. I was required to fetch the post every morning, which was all collated by Agnes and distributed into pigeonholes for each office to collect. The office didn’t have a direct water supply, so I had to visit the kitchen whenever the coffee machine needed filling, and I made sure that this was quite regularly. Aggie and I congregated in the small communal space frequently, several times a day if I wasn’t too snowed under with work. 

“Good evening, Line,” she greeted me, tapping her invisible watch.

I glanced at my watch. It sure was evening, five minutes after my official finishing time, and as it was Friday, I was looking forward to a few glasses of wine with my friends later. 

“You missed a bit,” I stated, pointing to the window. 

“I can’t get it any cleaner, Line,” she rhymed at me. 

It was a standing joke between the two of us, as she always had a cloth in her pocket to clean the windows.

“Any plans for the weekend, Aggie?” I asked and she shook her head. “You should come out with us sometime.”

“Us?” she questioned, nodding her head at Hansen as he entered the building with his last mouthful of smoke. 

I looked at him and then back at Aggie. “Nooooo! Not him!” I whispered, laughing at her facial expression. 

She had the ability to make me laugh every time we saw each other. Hansen stood impatiently at the elevator door, and I pointed to the stairs. He sighed and I trotted to the stairwell. We arrived at the door at the same time, and he scrambled in his briefcase for the keys. 

He only needed one key, but he had several copies of it, along with keys to the filing cabinets and anything else he could lock in the office, purely so he sounded more important when he was jangling his keys. This wasn’t my assumption; this, he said, was a fact. Almost falling through the door that he had successfully managed to open, I held back until the doorway was clear. I took the notepad out of my bag and put it into the drawer, as he stood and watched, ready to lock the drawer. He never allowed anything from the office to leave the building, and that included talking about any cases, which of course I totally understood due to confidentiality. 

Him hovering over me as I did it wasn’t as necessary. He stood up straight when I did, put his hands on his hips, sighed proudly and announced that we could go for the weekend. We had been in the office for less than a minute. He could have easily taken the notepad up and let me leave early, or even on time, but he liked that little bit of control. 

Aggie was busy gathering her belongings ready to leave when I returned to the lobby. 

“Goodnight, Aggie,” I said, making her jump. 

“Line!” She pulled another face, which could possibly have been a genuine response to my announcement, who knows. “It will be Monday in no time,’ she replied.

I laughed. “But it isn’t Monday now!”

“You go and have fun, young one!” She waved me out of the door when we heard the elevator reaching the ground floor. 

I scuttled out as quickly as possible, blending in with the other commuters. I’d never disliked anyone this much before, but this brutish ogre managed to push all of my buttons.

Once in my apartment, I stripped myself of the clothes I’d worn for the day and jumped straight into the shower, washing the smell of the burgers, cigarette smoke and man-sweat away. During the week, I wore the very basics of make-up and kept to my own strict dress code of shapeless trousers and thick shirts – making sure they were not see-through, of course. Now it was Friday night, and I could let my hair down a bit, literally. I opened a bottle of wine and poured myself a large glass as I got ready. Switching the cd player on to my favourite tracks, I danced around my bedroom naked. A girl should have some fun, to be sure!

I was the last of our group to arrive, the others, along with the majority of Oslo, finished early on a Friday, and the other girls gave an exaggerated cheer as I sat down. There was a glass of wine ready for me, and we clinked all of our glasses collectively to celebrate the end of another week at work. Due to the confidential nature of the clients that Hansen dealt with, I avoided all talk of work directly, but did refer to him by his first name, Kenneth, and I made sure that the girls had the correct image of him in their minds.

“Sorry I’m late, girls. Kenneth made me share a train with him today to see a client, and he snores AND drools! I had to eat at a nasty burger joint and he made me go all the way back to the office after hours just to put away my notepad.”

“Does he still letch over you, Line?” Astrid asked, wrinkling up her nose in disgust.

Astrid, the blonde bombshell of our group of friends, was the shortest amongst us. She liked to be upfront about how she felt about someone, which is doubly hilarious when you see her angry, rather like a small dog yapping at your ankles. She had taken an instant dislike to Hansen since my first week at work, when I caught him trying to peer down my top. I nodded and took another large gulp of wine. 

“Ugh, the revolting creep!” she shuddered. “I hope karma bites him on the ass!”

We all laughed, and I tried hard not to imagine his bony bottom. I didn’t want to be put off my food. The waiter breezed over to us, looking very slick and in love with himself, and handed us the menus; we ordered another bottle of wine - this was going to be a messy night! This week’s food of choice was Indian food, and the poppadoms arrived with the wine. Personally, I could have just eaten them with the delicious mango chutney and the pickles, but I always ended up with a tikka masala, as this was the only Indian dish I would eat. Pappa made it once a month to try and introduce some culture into our lives as children, but he made it less spicy than in the restaurants. Like Pappa, the girls insisted we eat here once a month too, and the waiter automatically brought us a jug of iced water, just for me. 

As we tucked into our main course, Helene told us about the week’s events as a graphic designer’s assistant. Most of us had been at the same college together, but all studying for different careers. Helene’s was art, journalism was Isabella’s. Astrid had been Bella’s roommate after she left college, who had bonded with us quite quickly when our weekly meetups had started. 

“I spent three hours trying to explain to a client the difference between two shades of green today, he just couldn’t grasp the concept that there were different shades of a colour.” Helene shook her head in disappointment. “Even when I sent over a colour chart he couldn’t understand, then it turned out that he was colour-blind and actually wanted orange!” We all laughed. “He sent back a picture of another company’s logo and said, ‘I want this green!’ After that, it took all of five minutes.”

“Thank goodness he wasn’t one of my customers,” Astrid laughed, “he would have been livid with green hair! It would have made a more interesting day though, rather than the 15 ‘just a trim’ customers that I had.” Astrid worked as a hair stylist in one of the top hairdressers in the centre, and regularly had the heads of famous people to work on, but was slightly less discreet than I was. “I did have a well-known politician in today though, it would have been great to give her hair the green look.” Her blonde, curly mop of hair bounced as she laughed.

Luckily, none of us took the slightest interest in politics and Astrid could have told us it was Miss Piggy for all we knew! 

I nodded to Isabella as I poured my fourth glass of water, “How about you, Tinkerbell, how was your week?” 

We always called Isabella Tinkerbell, she was obsessed with the Disney character for a while and regularly wore green.

“It was ok,” she replied.

“Is that it?” Astrid responded, a quizzical look on her face.

Belle shrugged and swallowed her mouthful of rogan josh. “Nothing much has happened in the coffee-making department of Oslo’s most famous magazine, ‘The Fishermen’s Monthly’! Although, Bjørn Sorensen caught a large fish of some sort last weekend!” she laughed, shovelling another mouthful of food into her mouth.  

“Something better will come along soon, Tinkerbella, don’t give up hope, eh?” I comforted. “I’m the coffeemaker in our office too, remember? At least your boss isn’t a perv!” 

“I think I would be grateful for the attention actually,” Isabella replied, a cheeky little smile forming at the corner of her mouth. 

We all knew that she had a major crush on her boss, which was why she chose The Fishermen’s Monthly as her workplace. It came as a grave disappointment when she discovered that her colleague, Linn, was Fredrik’s girlfriend.

“You can have my stalker if you prefer,” I offered sarcastically.

She shook her head fiercely and we all laughed. We finished the rest of the wine, paid the waiter, and headed for the cold outdoors. I wrapped my coat around me tightly as the icy wind hit us. I grappled for my hat which I had tucked into the pocket, and Astrid laughed. 

“It’ll mess your hair up, Line, leave the hat.”

“That’s great coming from someone who is too short to feel the bitter air up here!” I teased. “Don’t be a kid, Astrid.”

“I’ll make your hair greener, Line,” she rhymed back at me, grinning.

***
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THE REST OF FRIDAY night, along with most of Saturday was just a blur to me, thanks to the excessive mixing of drinks at the club we had ventured to. I woke up mid-afternoon on the Saturday, to a clattering sound and the smell of coffee. I rolled out of bed and stumbled into the tiny kitchen/diner section of my apartment. It was Isabella.

“Hey, Tinkerbella, what are you doing here?” I enquired hoarsely, slumping into my favourite chair. My head was thumping, and she wandered over to me with a cup of coffee and some painkillers. 

“You don’t remember inviting us, and half of the club, over to your place last night?” she replied, laughing. I shook my head and frowned. “Don’t worry, it was just me and Astrid here, we managed to slip out of the other entrance by the toilets without attracting the attention of all of the men you invited.” I looked around. “Astrid left for work ages ago. Helene went round to Petter’s place in an Uber.”

My mouth was too dry to respond so I just smiled weakly, swallowed the tablets with some coffee, pulled the fluffy pink blanket that was draped over the chair around me and closed my eyes. 

***
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THE NEXT TIME I WOKE the apartment was dark and empty. With the blanket still around me, I manoeuvred around the abandoned items of clothing and into the bathroom for a much-needed shower. Feeling a bit more human, I made a fresh pot of coffee and peered into the fridge to see if there was anything to eat. All I could see was a microwavable burger, which reminded me of the burger I had eaten the previous day with Hansen, so I promptly shut the fridge door and vomited in the sink.

***
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SUNDAY WAS A LOVELY long and refreshing day, with no sign of a hangover. It was unfortunate that I have a low tolerance to alcohol, and it was clear that I had attempted to keep up with the others. Bad mistake, one that shall never be repeated, I told myself. I showered (again) and rather than head for the fridge, I left the apartment in search of food. My preferred coffee shop had a few spare seats, so I stepped inside and ordered a coffee and toast. There was a newspaper on the table, left by the previous occupants, so I picked it up and inspected it.

“Hey, Line,” a voice spoke. 

As I looked up, I felt my face flush. It was Thorfinn, the guy I had been in love with since school. He didn’t know it of course! Secret crushes were my thing so far in life! 

“Hey, Thor,” I replied, a little later than expected, thanks to my screaming inner monologue. “What are you doing in Oslo?” 

“I moved here a few months ago to get married.” The words hit me like a brick to the head. Had I been drinking my coffee I would have spat it out and probably had one of my famous choking fits that always make my friends laugh. Instead, I smiled without warmth and congratulated him. Hoping that he would move onto whatever hell he had come from, he sat down in the chair opposite me. As much as I wanted to leave, I was transfixed by his deep-blue eyes. Words failed me, and I prayed that he’d break the silence by either speaking or leaving. This was the first time I’d wanted him to leave, I usually attempted to summon up a superpower to get him to be this close to me. 

I realised that he wasn’t going to speak, and that I was staring at him. “I...I..I’ve only been here a few months too. You’ll have to show me the sights someday,” I blurted. 

Why would he give me a sightseeing tour, and why was I flirting with a married man? I’d had years to flirt with him but had been too shy to. He smiled at me with those brilliant-white teeth, and I felt the twang of my heart as he did so. 

“I’ll hold you to that,” he teased. 

“You’d better,” I replied, winking an eye and gesturing with a finger like a smoking gun. Stupid! 

The waiter arrived with my toast and Thor’s takeaway bag. 

“Is that a Sunday brunch treat for the wife?” Why was I engaging with him about his wife? I was probably giving him ideas to make his marriage even stronger than it ever was. 

“No. It’s for me, selfish pig, eh?! I have to go though, I have a soccer match to get to!” 

I looked at him, for his soccer kit, but he was wearing jeans and hiking boots. “No, it’s not me playing, just a spectator,” he replied to my silent question.

He lingered, for as long as I used to at school, then smiled and said goodbye. I watched him leave, watched his ass leave to be more precise. Shaking, I retrieved my phone out of my coat pocket and sent a text to my sister, Lillianne, telling her everything. She rang me within minutes. She always rang whether I preferred to communicate by text message or not.

“...And you let him leave? Do you even have a way to contact him?” she started the conversation.

“He’s married, Lilli, it’s too late for me. Pipped to the post by Mrs frikkin’ Valle, sis. All those years of admiration wasted. Thorfinn Valle will never be mine.” 

There was a cough behind me, and Thor reached over. “I forgot my scarf,” he announced. “Oh, and if you need any crime-fighting doing, give me a bell,” he added, passing me a business card.  

He smiled, winked and left again. I couldn’t speak. Lilli had gone quiet too, then I realised she was pausing for breath before laughing loudly. She had heard too! I had no words, so I just made my excuses and ended the call. 
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2 – Afternoon High
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Monday came around too soon, as it always seems to. I had spent the remainder of Sunday hiking a nearby national park to clear my thoughts, detoxing my body of the poor weekend choices, wallowing in my little love/hate bubble. Loved that I had seen Thor again, hated that he was now married. I’d attempted a super-sleuth marathon of trying to find where he and his wife lived and if she was known around Oslo, and his business card was well-worn from where I had held it until it was crumpled. So far, my efforts had failed, and now here I was, walking the short distance to the office for another week of coffee-making and phone-answering. 

It was getting colder every day, not surprising as we were getting closer to winter every day! I had allowed myself to get to the office a little early, to give me time to sort out my hair once I removed my woolly hat, and Aggie was mooching around the reception when I arrived. She smiled when I tapped on the door and she came to open it, still carrying her watering can.  

“Good morning, Aggie,” I greeted her. “Is it so cold that you are having to oil your joints?” I asked, nodding at the watering can.

She looked at me, frowned and then laughed, pulling one of her hilarious faces. “You are such a tease, Line. It is so that I can water the plants.”

Aggie was funny. I wasn’t sure if she had a slight learning disorder or thought that I did, but she often over-explained things and didn’t always understand my humour. Bless her though, she was lovely. She was busy pottering around the kitchen making us both a coffee whilst I was tidying my hair in the mirror of the cloakroom. I hung my coat up and we met at the wall between the two rooms, almost bumping into each other. 

“Coffee, Line?” she said, shoving the mug of sweet, hot, brown liquid in my hand.  

It smelled divine. I sat at the little kitchen table and held the mug in both hands to warm them up. She sat next to me, and we chatted about our weekends. Aggie lived with her husband, Anders, and had two adult sons who were both living away from home. She was hoping to be ‘blessed’ with grandchildren, and it made me wonder whether I was the abnormal one for not desiring children, let alone grandchildren. Aggie was already married and a mother at my age; it seemed strange to me. I suppose it was a different time back then. 

My phone alarm started playing the ‘death tune’ as I called it, indicating that I had a minute to get upstairs in time for work, so I drained my cup and grabbed the coffee pot filled with water, and bid my farewell to Aggie. She pottered to the front doors as slowly as possible, making Hansen wait for it to be unlocked. The colder the weather was, the slower she would be, blaming it on her arthritis. We all have our little joys in life, and we both disliked Hansen equally.

I was waiting at the office door when he finally emerged from the lift, wheezing from the cold, tobacco and the slight walk all rolled into one. Scrambling in his pointless brown briefcase he found his massive set of keys, taking ages to sort through to find the one for the office door – which most of them were – as was his first daily ritual upon arriving. He pushed his way through the door, not holding it for me despite the juggling of my bag, the coffee pot and our mugs, but this was not unusual either. I set the coffee pot down with the mugs and filled the machine with coffee from the cupboard, once Hansen had unlocked it. It started gurgling and the beautiful aroma filled the air instantly. 

My second job of the day was to fetch pastries for Mr ‘never puts on weight’ Hansen, which meant I had to leave almost as soon as I arrived. When I first started working here, I would bring the pastries with me before I started work, but I soon wised up to that, realising that I could make it part of my working hours rather than during my own time. He kept me there long enough as it was, so all food runs now formed part of the
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