FULL ENGLISH BREAKFAST 

by Todd Wisti

Chapter Ten

Train to London

Back in York, I had a swift walk over the Lendal Bridge, huffing and puffing through the city’s maze of streets, as I tried to make time in order to get back to Bill’s friend’s shop. The time was going to be tight; earlier in the day, we had discussed catching the next train to London once I was back in town, and the time was growing near to that train’s departure. I wiped the sweat from my brow as I knocked on Jonathan’s door. There would be only enough time to say a quick greeting, gather Bill, walk speedily up Bootham towards St. Raphael’s, where our suitcases were stowed, then make haste back to the train station. The schedule was going to be strained, but we could make it if we hurried. I waited only seconds until one of the shopkeepers answered my knock.

We exchanged hellos, and she directed me towards the room where Bill and Jonathan were. I had half-expected Bill to have his jacket on, pacing the floor in an agitated way, waiting for me.

That was not the case, though. The two of them were leisurely discussing what had happened in their lives since their last meeting, and it took a moment until they realized I was in the room with them. Jonathan, in his relaxed manner, offered me a chair, and inquired how my day was. The discussion led to this and that, and before too long, Bill suggested that we would probably not have enough time to catch the next train to London, “Maybe we should just wait and take the train that will be leaving York later in the day.”

I had grown a little perplexed as to why I had hurried as much as I had. York is a fine little city, I was in pleasant company, and I wouldn’t mind spending an extra hour or so here before moving on to London. With the swift two-hour train ride from York to London, we’d still be back in London by six PM.

Jonathan inquired about my tastes in beer, and how I was enjoying the local brews. I am of the opinion that an English hand poured cask conditioned ale is one of the finest beverages around, and I told of the beer selection that I had sampled in the finest terms, and lamenting that I had yet to discover anything comparable back home in Minnesota.

“Before flying out of Minnesota,” I mentioned, “I picked up an eight-pack of tins of Guinness to have something sort of close to a hand poured cask conditioned ale once I got home.”

“Eight?” Jonathan questioned.

“Well, you can never have enough good beer in the refrigerator.”

The conversion lulled as Jonathan took this information in. I felt my mind growing blank at how to follow this up, as all remained silent for an insufferable amount of time.

My attention turned as Jonathan looked straight at Bill and asked, “ How is your wife? Is she all right?”

I had an unanticipated inner turmoil. Bill had made daily phone calls back home to talk to his wife. I had thought that Bill was just checking in. Maybe something was wrong that he wasn’t letting on about. I glanced apprehensively between the two of them. Bill hesitated, then rolled his eyes, grinned, and said that his wife was never better, and talked glowingly for some time about her.

I rested my chin on my hand, and pursed my lips as I remembered that when a person from this part of the world asks if someone is all right, this sounds ominous, but it is what we in the Midwest would phrase as something like, “How’s the wife?” A simple inquiry.

After more unhurried discussion, which led more and more towards Bill and Jonathan’s common interests, I was growing antsy. After what seemed like quite a while (which it might have been, but it was probably less than a quarter of an hour), Bill looked at the watch on his wrist, and said that maybe we had better move on to pick up our suitcases at St. Raphael’s.

I was fine with that. I don’t know Jonathan well, but I think he’s a fine sort of person. I didn’t want to give the impression that I was trying to get away from his company, but I was looking forward to heading back to the B&B in London, settling in again, and having a couple of the beers we had talked of earlier, as well as relishing a hearty dinner.

We tinkered with the idea of having one last beer in York for an afternoon’s send-off, but the general thought was that it might be a better use of our time to go back to pick up our belongings and head to the train station to make sure that we did, indeed, catch the next train bound for London. Our suitcases were inside the breakfast room at St. Raphael’s, we grabbed them, said a quick hello and goodbye to the owner, Janet, thanking her for stowing our belongings safely away, and we bumped our suitcases along the cobbled way back to the rail station to see how the afternoon’s transportation to London was progressing.

After speaking to the agent at the station’s information window, we learned that trains south from York to London were still not available, due to the flooding and landslips. We could take a bus, though, from York’s rail station to Doncaster. Doncaster is a half-hour closer to London than we were, then we’d transfer to a train at the Doncaster station, which would bring us into London.

We grasped at this opportunity to get back to our intended destination, and asked to be pointed to where the bus would pick us up. We received a halfhearted pointing from the agent, but we got an idea of the general direction in which to walk.

There was still a good twenty minutes until the bus would leave, and neither one of us had eaten lunch yet. There was time to stop into a fast food joint, grab some nourishment, and eat the meal on the bus. Bill ordered a Cajun chicken sandwich, and I decided on a veggie burger with all the trimmings.

The pretty, clean scrubbed teenaged girl that took Bill’s order had to ask a couple times what it was that Bill was attempting to order, as she took in his American accent, but she soon got the drift, yelled back to the kitchen what was needed, took his money, and gave him his food.

I waited for a minute or two until the next order taker was available. An insecure lad with dark, greasy hair and a face full of pimples greeted me and gazed slightly beyond my left shoulder. He asked me time and time again what it was that I was ordering, stumbling at his interpretation of what I wanted, as I spoke slower and more deliberately on each attempt to get my veggie burger. Building up the fortitude to look me sort of below the chin, he finally repeated my order back to me, and I had to make only a slight correction. The boy asked the order taker who had served Bill for some advice on what to do next. She rolled her eyes, yelled my order back to the kitchen, and told the lad to collect my money. Bill waited patiently for me, with his fast food bag in hand. I finally got my meal, with a “sorry,” and Bill and I headed into the asphalt-covered area of the station, where we found a sign locating the area where the bus would pick up southbound passengers.

All was strangely quiet there. 

Having a second, harder, look at the sign that was posted, this sign did, indeed, say that a bus would pick up rail passengers at this exact point, and leave in five minutes from the present time. There was no bus, and there were only a few other people milling around, and they didn’t seem to be worried about stepping on to a bus anytime soon.

Bill said that an English custom is to put notices up, but change the plans, and not give redirection to the correct area. That seemed to be what was happening here. We walked towards the front of the train station, where several busses were idling. Asking a driver which bus was taking rail passengers to Doncaster, we found that we had happened upon the correct coach; the driver stowed our suitcases in the baggage compartment, and we boarded the vehicle.

Stepping up into the bus, I noticed that the driver has a good-sized boxy space to himself; a person walks up a slope to get to the seats, where the elevation is fine enough to take in all the sights of the journey.

The bus was not crowded, so Bill and I were able to get a little elbow room as we settled into window seats in separate rows. The both of us rustled around in our paper bags, and drew out our fast food, which had grown cold, but was still good to get into our bellies as a late lunch.  I ruminated that fast food help can be the same no matter where a person is, but that if my local chain burger joint back in Minnesota served veggie burgers, especially ones that tasted as good as the one I enjoyed, I might just stop in to eat there more than once a year.

It was dusk as we left York, going out of town past the racecourse and onto the A19. The driver fiddled with the radio dial, which had been tuned to pop music when we boarded the bus. After listening to several radio stations over the next few minutes, at varying volumes, the driver decided that pop music would suit us all for the best as we advanced down the road.  He turned the volume down to just loud enough to listen to if a person wanted to do that, and quiet enough to not pay too much attention to the top pop hits if one cared to make an attempt to ignore the incessant beat.

The time passed quickly, or possibly I drifted off into a light slumber after my meal. I looked out the window to see the bright lights of what could only be Doncaster. I had heard that Doncaster was less than a sparkling city, but, as night fell, it looked all right to me.

The bus pulled into the train station, where we were met by a conductor with a look of pained anguish on his face as he flailed his arms this way and that way, yelling, “Train to London! Train to London!” He settled on a direction to point in, which was somewhere behind his back, then started his commotion again, “Train to London! Train to London!” still flapping his arms like a madman, and giving the occasional chirp on his whistle.

We got the sense that this might be urgent, and maybe we had better hurry along our way lest we miss our transfer. Everyone that we saw around us was walking at breakneck intensity, and we were just about to do the same.

We thought that we’d check on the situation, though.

“Excuse me,” Bill asked the conductor, “Which way is the train to London?”

“Train to London?” the conductor replied. “That way!” he exclaimed, waving his right arm towards where passengers were boarding a train a hundred yards away from us. “You’ll have to hurry, though, it’s just about to leave!”

“Which are the first class cars?”

“First class? To the rear of the train, but you won’t have time to make it the first class cars. Get on the first car you see, then walk through the train to first class!” He bugged his eyes out, puffed his cheeks, blew his whistle, spun around, and commenced with his clamoring, “Train to London! Train to London!”

It did seem that this section of our journey was taking on a bit of uncalled for urgency, but we were happy to oblige and trotted off towards the train, jumping on with a good twenty seconds to spare before the train chugged away.

Inside the train car, we surveyed the situation. Every seat was taken, and nearly every set of eyes in every body in every seat looked up at the two of us as we contemplated our next move. The only possible thing to do was to take a deep breath, march briskly towards the rear of the car, and into the next section, and repeat the process several times until we had reached a first class car.
Never had I heard myself mutter “sorry” so many times. Every body in the aisle seats had at least one knee sticking out into the gangway, and my suitcase seemed to have had contact with the majority of those knees along its route. Occasionally, as the train bumped along, I would try to steady myself against a seat back, but I would typically miss my mark, and lean on a fellow passenger’s shoulder or head. This usually led to brief eye contact, and a faint smile would emit from me as I attempted to reassure my fellow passengers that I was a bit on the unsteady side. To further illustrate my point, I would move on, giving anyone nearby a solid thwack on the kneecap with my belongings.

At long last, we made it to a first class car. I nearly expected a swelling orchestral symphony to greet us as the door glided open.  A few eyes looked up at us two latecomers, but the only sounds were scattered conversations, the clanking of tableware, and the timbre of the train rolling along the tracks.
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