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            Your body is a star,

            Unto my thought.

            But stars are not too far

            And can be caught –

            Small pools their prisons are.

            ‘Song’, ISAAC ROSENBERG

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PART ONE

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            1

         

         It is 4 a.m. The station is empty but I’m not alone. I’m never alone.

         There are the others, and now there is the man.

         No one has seen him yet, apart from me.

         
            *

         

         It is black at this hour but the security lights throw a stark white glow across all seven platforms. Every now and then a freight train passes through and the air is filled with a slow screech and rumble: then all falls quiet again, the silence broken only by the squabble of a couple of pigeons on Platform Five.

         On the ground between Platforms Two and Three a lone fox, small and silky, trots along the tracks. It pauses and angles its snout to sniff the freezing air before leaping up onto Platform Two in a relaxed and nimble fashion. As it passes beneath a light, its pelt glows chestnut, briefly, before it disappears into the dark.

         Two cleaners wander from platform to platform in bright orange trousers and jackets, checking all is in order before the early commuters arrive. In the Duty Team Leader’s office, the Customer Services Manager and a security guard sip tea while they watch the CCTV screens. Peterborough Railway Station may be empty at night but it never sleeps, not really. The last London-bound train doesn’t leave until 23.47, although if you want to get to Edinburgh you have to be out of here on the 20.16 latest. Going east, there is the 21.18 to Stansted and westward the 21.59 to Birmingham. Peterborough Station sits in the middle of England like a spider at the centre of its web and like a spider it is always alert to movement, even when it appears hunched and still.

         The first London-bound service departs at 03.25 so the station is only closed to the public for a little over three hours. The Customer Services Assistant leaves after the final train but the Customer Services Manager is on duty all night. Often, a freight train will pull up on Platform Seven so that they can change drivers – there’s a depot at the back of the station. Freight comes and goes at any time, of course.

         
            *

         

         The security guard on duty this particular night is called Dalmar. Dalmar takes his job very seriously. Although his main task is to be on hand for the Customer Services Manager, it is also down to him to check the station for suspicious objects every two hours; each of the seven platforms, the waiting rooms, the toilets. Dalmar has never found anything suspicious but he has taken the HOT principle (Hidden? Obvious? Typical?) to heart. Dalmar comes from Somalia, the UK gave him sanctuary twelve years ago and his dreams are haunted by the bombs he will never find. He is proud that his job includes an element of protecting the British public from explosive devices, even though the British public probably thinks he’s the one most likely to be planting them. Sometimes he longs to discover something in order to justify his asylum, but this longing is so terrible he cannot admit it even to himself. The consequences of there being something and his failing to find it are too appalling to imagine. To dread and desire the same thing: does that make him profoundly unlucky, or the most fortunate of people, the most alive?

         This particular night, Dalmar is in an upbeat mood. He’s just done the check, ticked off every area on the sheet and hung the clipboard back on its hook in the Duty Team Leader’s office on Platform One. Now he’s chatting to tonight’s Customer Services Manager, a short, jovial type called Tom. Dalmar is wondering whether to apply to train in Customer Services. His English was very good even before he left home and he’s completely fluent now but he is still shy. Tom has been encouraging him. ‘Start on board, Dalmar,’ Tom has said; ‘on board is where you want to start off, it’s much busier on board. Do five years, then transfer to a station. It’s a good living, good package.’

         While Tom and Dalmar talk, they drink tea from giant mugs. From time to time, unconsciously alternating, they glance at the CCTV, the new system that covers nine different areas of the station at any one time, all shown in full-colour high definition on a large flat screen. Tom takes a particular interest in the bike storage area: the theft rate always goes up in the couple of months before Christmas. Tom is a cyclist himself and feels for the owners. There’s nothing he loves more than dashing out and catching someone in the act of applying a set of bolt cutters to a bicycle lock, even though he could just put the call through to the British Transport Police offices over the road and let them handle it.

         It’s quiet tonight, though: no bicycle theft, no drunks as yet – it’s only Tuesday. The drunks are generally around from Thursday onwards, coming for the early morning trains home. They arrive in ones and twos, men and women, inadequately dressed and shivery, fresh from Peterborough’s choicest nightclubs. They stagger onto the platforms either arm in arm or shoving at each other. Then, inevitably, one of them will perform a sudden jackknife gesture with their upper body, go hairpin-shaped and vomit in splatty puddles all over the platform. That’s the cleaners’ problem, thank God, although Tom has been known to shovel snow and scatter grit in winter. If a blizzard falls just before the morning rush hour, he doesn’t have any choice. Peterborough Station could really do with a roof, in his opinion.

         If it isn’t the drunks, it’s those with mental health issues. There have been a few incidents recently with a middle-aged woman known to the British Transport Police, clearly a raging insomniac, who roams the station as soon as it opens and bothers the early commuters. She wears a brown coat over a floor-length nightie and wellington boots and goes around tapping her lips with two fingers in a give us a fag motion, which given that nobody has been allowed to smoke on a railway station since 2007 is a somewhat futile gesture. Once in a while, a homeless person vaults the security fence – it isn’t hard to break into the station – but Tom usually catches their dropping forms on the CCTV before their feet hit the platform and he heads out and yells across the tracks that they can exit through the front or the BTP will come out. There’s never any trouble. If it’s really freezing, Tom has been known to ignore what he sees on the screens – as long as it’s a shape he recognises – and let them huddle in a waiting room for a bit, until they are discovered by whichever security guard is on duty. He knows he shouldn’t do it but some nights, he just doesn’t have the heart.

         None of that is happening tonight, though. Tonight, all is silent. The only thing of interest on the CCTV screens is the fox, patrolling the station in search of any litter that might contain a scrap of food, disappearing from the corner of one screen and magically appearing in another. 

         Tom and Dalmar are deep in discussion about Dalmar’s career development, and only looking at the CCTV now and then – so they don’t see the fox and they don’t see the man. It is only me, hovering around the office and listening in to their discussion out of sheer boredom, who sees the man enter the station and turn towards the stairs that lead up to the covered walkway over the tracks. I know straight away where he is heading. He’s going to Platform Seven.

         
            *

         

         Platform Seven is new. They built it four years ago, apparently – the staff still talk about the disruption it caused. You would think that Peterborough Station was quite big enough – but no, off they go, extending it, building another two platforms where the old freight line and the fly-ash sidings used to be. It is the part of the station furthest from the entrance, from the Duty Team Leader’s office and the Customer Information Point. The man may not know the names of these different parts of the station’s administrative system but he will know that on Platform Seven he’s as far away as he can get from any staff. The main entrance opens at 3 a.m. to admit the passengers taking the first train south but only a handful of souls arrive for that, mostly train staff on their way to work, and it goes from Platform One. There’s no legitimate reason for anyone to be anywhere near Platform Seven at this hour. The first passenger train is the 06.10 to Birmingham New Street. If he’s here for that, he’s awfully early.

         When I find him he is sitting on the metal bench about three quarters of the way along, the far bench, nearest the access ramp, the quietest part of the whole station. It isn’t on the way to anywhere else, you’d only go there if you wanted to be there – or not anywhere at all.

         He is around sixty years old, a large man, tall, I can see that even though he is sitting down. I’ve got good at assessing the physicality of people, good at weighing and measuring their bodies with my leisurely gaze. He is wearing a thick, old-fashioned jacket, the sort that used to be called a donkey jacket, navy with a leather panel. Never quite as warm as they should be, those jackets, and the way he is hunched suggests that it sits heavily on his shoulders, as if everything in his life that is weighing on him is represented in his coat.

         But then, why would anybody look cheerful when they are sitting on a metal bench at the end of Platform Seven on Peterborough Railway Station on a pitch-black, freezing cold November morning?

         I watch him for a while. He is quite still, on the bench, facing the tracks. He has a black wool hat pulled down over his ears and a sea-green scarf around the lower half of his face. His shoulders are raised, hands jammed into his pockets so that his elbows make two bulky angles either side of him. It isn’t always obvious, you know. You would think, with my superior perspective, that I could spot them a mile off. Not necessarily – railway stations attract all sorts. Along with hospital waiting rooms and dole offices, they are one of the few places a person can sit for hours and not be asked to move on. Everyone is waiting for something in a place like this: the something comes, the something goes – the ebb and flow of it, why would anyone notice a solitary person on a bench? Sometimes they have a bag at their feet; sometimes they are playing on their phone. The fact that this one has neither bag nor phone makes me feel pretty certain what he is about. 

         Even when I move in front of him, I can hardly see his face, just the portion of it visible between the top of the scarf and the bottom of the hat. He has a bulbous, large-pored nose and a watery gaze. He is looking straight ahead, expressionless – but what looks like distress or distraction might be just a physical response to the cold. I watch him for a few minutes. There is no change in his demeanour. His stare is quite glassy – that’s how I know for sure, and it’s a feeling like lead, this knowledge.

         I glance around. Tom and Dalmar will notice him, or maybe one of the cleaners. Now I have realised what he is, he sticks out like a sore thumb, for me.

         But this one is clever, strategic. He has chosen Platform Seven. There’s no cafe on that platform – the snack cart won’t arrive in the waiting room for another two hours and anyway the bench he has chosen is hidden by the solid side of the waiting-room wall. I wonder if he knows this, if he did his research, maybe made a reconnaissance trip. Platform Seven yawns empty. The council houses that face it, across the waste ground and the junkyard, are curtained and dark. Next to them is the giant yard of the Used Car Supermarket but the grilles are down on the warehouse – it’s the middle of the night. No one is around; no one has any reason to see him. This cold bench, this platform, they are just for him. He isn’t the first person to think that.

         There’s a CCTV camera attached to the wall of the access ramp – it’s at the far end of the platform, next to the red stop light, and it’s pointing right at the bench where the man is sitting. I check the light is on: yes, it’s working, but maybe Tom and Dalmar are still deep in conversation or maybe Dalmar is doing another round and Tom is playing Words with Friends on his phone. He does that sometimes, when Dalmar is patrolling. He knows how conscientious Dalmar is and that lulls him into a false sense of security.

         I stare at the man: still that watery, unblinking gaze. Look round, I think, look up. Focus. If you do, you will see the small bird perched on the edge of the toilet block, silent but flapping its wings in anticipation of dawn, even though dawn seems, and is, so far away. If you look up, you might notice, in the far distance beyond the housing estate, that the sky is getting ready for it: the darkness may not be lightening yet, but look, it’s thinning in preparation for the light to filter through. If you notice that, you will see not light but the possibility of light. You will realise that it doesn’t matter how black the night is, dawn will always come.

         If only I could speak, even in a whisper. Then I could hiss in this man’s ear, Trust me, this is a terrible thing to do – you will only appreciate just how terrible as you tip forward and reach the point of no return. They will come to you then, the people in your life, their faces, and in that last desperate moment you will know this is a dreadful mistake, the worst thing you could possibly do. Listen, I promise you – the second your feet leave the platform, you’ll change your mind.

         I’m directly in front of him – can’t he sense my presence? You’ll have to get past me, I think, willing him to sense the ferocity of my thoughts. Usually I can tell what people are thinking or feeling just by looking at them but I stare at those liquid eyes and the lack of expression in them is frightening: he is not thinking or feeling anything. He is quite resolute. And then, he makes his first movement. He lifts both hands and tugs the top edge of his scarf over his nose, pulling up the collar of his coat a little around the scarf. You still care about being cold? I want to shout at him. For God’s sake, in a minute you won’t feel anything. 

         He rises from the bench and turns his head a little to the left. He has heard something, in the distance. It is his fate, still far off but thundering towards him: a freight train. Freight trains are terrible things: ferocious, heavy, interminable – when they are going slowly it feels as if they take hours to pass through the station. The front of the train is long gone while its rear still seems miles away in the opposite direction. It’s hard to believe there was ever a driver at the front of it.

         The man lumbers forward a metre or so until he is standing close to the edge of the platform, past the ridged rubber they lay down for blind people, past the yellow line. I back up but stay between him and the tracks. We are face to face now. He begins to shuffle his toes centimetre by centimetre, as if he has mobility issues, although I know there is no physical handicap behind the reluctance his body feels to approach the edge. His body knows better than his mind how dreadful this is: it is screaming for him to come to his senses. Why doesn’t he listen? Every fibre is stretching to move back from the abyss.

         The man has begun to sway. Still only his eyes are visible and they are large and pale, glistening with tears. Why has no one noticed him yet? I glance around the station, as if it is possible to make my thoughts loud and panicky enough to summon Dalmar or Tom, and as I do, I hear it coming closer – and he does too. I look back at him and he has turned his head, looking to his left up the track, and we both hear the thunder and rumble of the freight train getting nearer and nearer, the sound of it, and we see the two bright yellow circles of its headlights, distant and disembodied, the edges wavery but the centre of them solid, imminent, rushing towards us through the dark.

         I hear a shout from the direction of the old platforms, and turn to see Dalmar across the tracks on Platform Five. At last. The man has his back to him but Dalmar has spotted him and can see across the tracks that he is far closer to the edge of Platform Seven than anyone should be. Poor Dalmar. He is rooted to the spot. He is nearer the ramp than the stairs and must know there isn’t time to race up and across the covered walkway and back down the ramp again before the approaching goods train comes in. He will have used his radio to put the call in to Tom to get a block on the signals, but I can hear the thunder of the freight train getting louder and louder – it’s a fast one, with a full load, passing through – who knows if the signal block will come in time or if the driver will be able to brake if it does? Tom’s hands will be shaking as he makes the call. Doesn’t this man realise what he is doing to them, never mind his own family?

         In an act of desperation, Dalmar puts both hands either side of his mouth and bellows. ‘Hey! Sir! Sir, you, over there!’

         The man does not turn around.

         Dalmar waves his arms from side to side, miming the action of pushing the man away from the platform edge. He cups both hands around his mouth again and shouts once more. ‘Hey! Sir, over there!’ I can hear the pant of desperation in his voice, the crack at the end of the phrase, and I imagine him at the inquest describing later how he yelled across the tracks, thinking it was the only way to get the man’s attention, only to feel racked with guilt that it prompted the man’s action. It didn’t. I’ve seen three men come close to it now – their legs shaking and their teeth chattering – and seen them pull back at the last minute. This one is different; beyond feeling, beyond thought. This one has decided.

         I turn back to the man just as the train thunders towards us, the metal bulk and roar of it filling the cold air, rust-red containers heaped with tons of grey gravel. The man tips forward with his body unnaturally straight, as if he is a tree that has been felled. He doesn’t teeter, not for a moment, but stays completely straight, passes through me and onto the tracks just as the train rushes into the station. Gravity takes him. He doesn’t so much as flail an arm as he falls.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

         

         Is it painful, being dead? Of course not. You feel no hunger, no cold – you’re never tired, but there is a sensation that comes with being bodiless, as if you are drugged. The best way I can describe it is – you know that feeling when you wake in the middle of the night and need the toilet and you get out of bed and walk across the hallway? You’re awake but not awake. Your body works automatically and you don’t even think about it as you push open the bathroom door. Sometimes you don’t even remember you did it until the morning, when the person you were sharing a bed with grumbles, you woke me when you got up last night. It took me ages to get off again. And you say, really? I got up in the night? Are you sure? That feeling, that dreamlike state, awake but not awake, that’s what it’s like being me.

         When you don’t have a solid self any more, you realise what a lumpy, demanding thing it was to be chained to: all those needs, the weight of them. The hard thing is that this dreamlike state applies to my thoughts as well. I can’t remember who I was. A person with amnesia might say, I just want to know who I am – I know who I am, I’m a ghost, invisible and silent, nothing but consciousness. I want to know who I was.

         The other day, I saw a mother kneel in front of her child as they waited on Platform Three: a grey-haired mum, the child a small girl, around three years old, wearing a navy blue duffel coat with plastic-wooden toggles. The mother knelt and pulled the child’s knitted hat a little lower down over her forehead, then tucked her fringe beneath the hat. The girl stood very still as the mother performed this small, unnecessary gesture, and then she smiled – a smug smile, I thought: the smile of a child who knows herself to be loved, who is certain that her mother belongs to her.

         The mother kissed the child’s nose before she stood up and I felt a pang of recognition, like torchlight down a long tunnel. I was loved, at that age. I had a fringe when I was small. My mother used to trim it by holding it up from my forehead between two fingers and then, very slowly and carefully, cutting the hair along the line her fingers made. Afterwards, she would let the fringe drop and say, ‘Close your eyes,’ and then trim, here and there, where the edge was uneven. Then she would purse her lips, exhaling on my face, my eyes and nose, to blow away the tiny loose hairs.

         
            *

         

         When you don’t have a body, time is no longer even or consistent: it stretches and bends, folds in on itself. A moment watching someone walk along a railway platform becomes a decade. Two years pass in a flash. It’s a bit like gazing at an electronic information board. The minutes on it bear no relation to real minutes – sometimes you stare and stare at the letters and numbers that represent your train for what feels like hours, and nothing happens. At other times, the display seems to jump from saying you have twenty minutes until your train to telling you it’ll be here in two, better run. My whole life is like that. Life – I use the word in its loosest sense. My whole time would be more accurate. I don’t have a life any more: I just have time. 

         The clocks went back last week. An hour lost; an hour gained – when we lose that hour in the spring, we are supposed to feel joyful that summer is coming: the lighter evenings, songbirds and all that, but a lost hour is a whole hour that has fallen down a crack. What if that hour was the hour when you might have bought the lottery ticket that would have transformed your life, or met your one true love? What if it was the hour when you made the best decision of your life? You’re never going to get that hour back, it’s gone – live to ninety-six and that’s a whole four days you’ve lost. The hour you gain in the winter isn’t your lost hour from earlier in the year, reappearing. That hour isn’t a gift. It is time cracking open, bulging and splitting, wide enough for all manner of things to crawl out. The next day, you will be plunged into darkness at 5 p.m. and even though you knew it was coming, it still feels sudden. Things are walking abroad that weren’t there before and the long British winter stretches ahead. From now on, it will get darker and darker. And at 4 a.m., it is darkest of all.

         
            *

         

         They don’t even cancel the 06.10 to Birmingham New Street. That isn’t how it works.

         As soon as Tom puts the call through to the Fatality Hotline, the trains are stopped. The next thing he does, because he knows them and has the direct line, is phone through to the British Transport Police offices in the small brick house next to the car park. It is less than a minute from the station’s main entrance.

         The only person on duty at 4 a.m. that night is PC Akash Lockhart (father from Midlothian, mother from Southall). His sergeant was there earlier but went off at 3 a.m. so PC Lockhart is on his own till the morning shift comes on at 7 a.m. There’s usually very little happening at that hour so he is doing what all PCs do when there isn’t a sergeant or inspector around: he has his feet up on a desk and his head is lolling back against the top of the chair. His eyes are closed. He is nursing a cup of instant coffee between both hands, resting it on his stab-proof vest. He is thinking of a young woman called Veena who is betrothed to his cousin Randeep in Leicester and is, in his opinion, the most beautiful woman he has ever set eyes on. She is a dental nurse and even though he has never seen her at work, he thinks about her in her white coat all the time. In his dreams, the coat is always pristine and her long, glossy hair waterfalls down over her back and shoulders. At four o’clock this particular morning, he is thinking about Veena in her white coat and wondering if he will love her forever and dwelling on how embarrassing that will be, as he is destined to see her at family events for decades to come.

         Then the phone rings and it’s Tom, saying breathily, ‘Who’s that? Who’s there? Peter?’ Peter Barker is the inspector. He and Tom are old friends and play together in a ukulele band.

         ‘No, it’s me, Akash,’ says PC Lockhart, even though he doesn’t recognise the voice on the other end of the line – he knows Tom by sight. ‘PC Lockhart, how may I be of assistance?’

         ‘Fatality on Seven,’ says Tom.

         PC Lockhart is upright in his chair, slamming down his coffee cup with a force that makes the contents slop onto his desk. ‘Have you told Control?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Good, okay, I’m on my way,’ Lockhart says.

         Lockhart is out of his office in seconds and runs across Station Approach. Tom is waiting for him at the barriers, his face a mask of panic.

         As he runs past him, Lockhart says, ‘Lock down the station, now!’

         Tom nods.

         Lockhart runs for the stairs, taking them two at a time. As he traverses the covered walkway he speaks into his radio mike and finds out that BTP officers from Milton Keynes and Nottingham are on their way – the Nottingham squad was already somewhere between Corby Glen and Market Deeping, for some reason, so they won’t take long, but Cambridgeshire Constabulary will still get there first. He snaps on his rubber gloves as he runs down the stairs to Platform Seven.

         The platform is empty and for a moment he doesn’t see Dalmar, at the far end, near the bottom of the ramp, but then he spots him where he kneels. Dalmar has both hands clamped over his mouth but as he approaches, Lockhart can hear him muttering something, a prayer perhaps, or a series of horrified exclamations. He is rocking slightly. The young officer goes over to the security guard and places a hand on his shoulder. He doesn’t know his name. He leans down and says, ‘It’s alright, mate, help is on its way, it’s okay.’ Odd that he calls him mate, he thinks later, when the man is probably a decade older than him, a bit presumptuous. He’s just trying to be comforting.

         He looks to their right, up the tracks, into the Midland darkness that has swallowed the freight train. Somewhere down the line, he hopes, it will have stopped, although if it was a 60 mph-er with a full load, it could be miles away – that’s presuming the driver even saw the fatality occur and braked immediately. A statement from the driver is what Lockhart needs as soon as possible. 

         ‘Did you witness it?’ he says, gently, to Dalmar, and Dalmar nods without speaking. ‘Was there anyone else nearby, anyone else on the platform, in the vicinity?’ Lockhart asks, and Dalmar shakes his head, still without speaking, still with his hands clamped over his mouth, his eyes full. The man is in shock, Lockhart thinks; a full statement can be taken later. Then Lockhart looks down onto the tracks and sees what Dalmar can see.

         
            *

         

         Cambridgeshire Constabulary arrive with torches and shine them down, left and right, up and down. Lockhart keeps one of them and sends the other two off to help Tom secure the station, even though there will be only a handful of people who need turning away. The first responders from the Ambulance Service turn up but there isn’t much they can do either. The clock is ticking on the ninety-minute rule – that’s how long Network Rail gives the BTP to get the body parts off the line and get the trains running through again. Their Specialist Cleaning Unit is on its way.

         Lockhart waits until Nottingham get there with the body bag. It’s two PCs and a sergeant who show up and he’s never been so grateful to see an officer of senior rank. The sergeant jumps down onto the tracks immediately and says, ‘Down you come, lad, it’s okay, I’ll tell you what to do. We need to do the large parts first. You done this before?’

         Lockhart shakes his head. The sergeant smiles at him in an uncle-ish manner. ‘Breathe through your mouth. Stay by me. We’re going to work together. I’ll do the heavy lifting, you’re going to hold the bag open for me, okay? When we’ve done that, we’ll send these two down the track.’

         When they have loaded the body bag and the other two PCs have set off with it down the track, shining their torches from left to right as they go, he and the kindly sergeant climb back up onto Platform Seven and wait for the cleaners to arrive.

         ‘Any idea how he got down there?’ the sergeant asks. ‘Did he go off the platform or was he already in the four-foot?’

         PC Lockhart shakes his head. ‘It’s easy enough to get in that way,’ he lifts an arm to indicate the freight depot, ‘but he could’ve just walked in the front. CCTV’ll tell us.’

         The sergeant’s radio crackles. He listens, then says, ‘Driver’s been located.’

         The Specialist Cleaning Unit comprises two men in orange waterproof jackets, with white face masks and black wellies. As they get down on the tracks, the sergeant’s radio crackles again and he tells Lockhart the Nottingham PCs are waiting at the entrance with the body bag. Lockhart and the sergeant head over and the four of them take a handle each, turn right out of the station and walk to the far end of the car park. That way, they are out of sight of any members of the public who might arrive for an early commute – people always go for the parking spaces nearest the station.

         Lockhart has never carried a body bag before. It’s not like a stretcher: it’s mobile. At the far end of the car park, they put it on the ground and wait for the little black van from Dignity. The sergeant calls the duty staff at Peterborough City Hospital and checks there will be porters on hand when Dignity arrives, to take possession of the body bag and deliver it to the mortuary.

         Lockhart has been doing very well up until now but while they wait in the freezing cold, he can feel his knees begin to knock together and prays inwardly that he will not let himself down. Twenty-four years old, with two and a half years’ service under his belt, he has never been good at bravado, at the gallows humour that keeps so many officers bonded to each other – but surely he can manage to stay upright and not drop to his knees in front of the others?

         The sergeant – whose name Lockhart has not registered – comes off the phone to the hospital and looks at him and says, ‘Head back now, lad, we’ll take it from here. You’ll have things to do.’ Lockhart turns away without shaking their hands or thanking them because he does not want them to cotton on that, now the immediate drama is over, he is only just holding it together. As he walks back to the station, he breathes large gulps of the freezing night air, but slowly, proud of the fact that he has not fainted or been sick; he has not cried.

         
            *

         

         By the time passengers arrive for the 06.10 to Birmingham New Street, the station entrance is open again. Around fifteen people are there for the train on Platform Seven. Only one of them, a Deputy Customer Services Manager on her way to a Network Health and Safety Information Exchange Group Meeting in Leicester, notices that the platform surface is freshly hosed and sand has been scattered along the tracks.

         
            *

         

         PC Lockhart is in the mess kitchen at the BTP offices, making himself another coffee but this time loading three heaped teaspoons of sugar into it, when one of the Nottingham lot taps at the door, comes in and hands Lockhart a small plastic evidence bag in which there is a piece of paper torn from a lined notepad with some writing on. ‘Boss says this should stay with you, for the Coroner Liaison,’ he says. ‘When we went up the line, the coat, it was wrapped round one of the front wheels. We cut it loose. It was in the left-hand pocket. No other form of ID. We did look, didn’t find anything.’

         The Nottingham PC leaves. Lockhart lays the small plastic bag on the counter top and smooths it. He can read the writing on the note through the bag. It is in blue biro and quite neat. It is the kind of note that will be presented at the inquest. If a family member can’t be found to verify it, then a handwriting expert will testify that the writing matches that on a shopping list found in the man’s residence, and that it doesn’t appear to have been written under duress.

         The note reads, I am very sorry about this and about everything. Please look after Mutton as he is a good dog and better than his owner. He has to be careful with sugar, even bananas are not okay. I would like my belongings to go to the People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals not the Oxfam

         PC Lockhart stares at the note. There isn’t a full stop after Oxfam, which makes him wonder if the note is unfinished. Oxfam shop? He is touched that the man thought of his dog. No wife or children then. This makes Lockhart feel a little better.

         Still, he can’t jump to any conclusions and his first task now is to try and track down any next of kin as quickly as possible, so they can be informed. He’d better review the CCTV around the station immediately. If the man came in the front entrance, there will be a clear shot of his face as he approached. They’ll be taking dead-set fingerprints at the mortuary – he saw enough to know that is at least possible in this case – but who knows if there will be a match. They’ll do a DNA test as well, and they’ll try and do a toxicology to see if there was alcohol or any illegal substances in the man’s system but sometimes that’s not possible. Sometimes there isn’t enough fluid left to test.

         
            *

         

         I leave PC Lockhart to make his notes in his notepad, log his actions and list those he must now perform. I head back over to the station.

         The driver of the train is in the Duty Team Leader’s office. He is a very small, elderly man, nearing retirement I would guess, and frail-looking. He is gabbling – later, I think, it will occur to him that he nearly got through all his years of service without anything like this happening to him. He is telling his story to the ever patient Tom, who is nodding at everything the man says. ‘You don’t know what it is,’ the man keeps saying. ‘You just don’t know, do you? You don’t know. Could be anything, like a bit of falling roof, or, or cement. Or a dog, or something. You don’t think it could be, you know, a man, like, you just don’t think that. Happens so quickly, you don’t know what it is.’

         Dalmar sits with them both. He has said nothing so far, just held on to his mug of tea. The driver is everybody’s priority for now but he knows that once the driver is sorted and taken home, attention will turn to him. He would be allowed to go home as well if he wanted but asking if he can feels wrong. There was a man on the station only two hours ago who will never go home again.

         Listening to the driver and watching Tom nod, Dalmar feels a sudden wave of nausea, as if the office has become very hot and started to tilt. The thoughts crowd his head – last time something like this happened, he had just left the station. He had a stomach bug and got permission to go home early, only minutes before. What is it about him? He didn’t witness it last time but all the same, he feels as if there is something about him that attracts disaster, as if he is a danger to other people. You don’t know what it is. He thought that same thing, once upon a time. He thought it as he watched a head floating on water, becoming more and more distant, less and less like a person and more and more like an object. But it wasn’t an object, it was a woman’s head and the woman was calling out. What is the point where a human being stops being a human being and becomes a thing? Most people think it happens with death but Dalmar knows it can happen a long time before then if it needs to, so that other people can bear what they are seeing. Dalmar moves his head from side to side with sudden violence and Tom and the driver stop talking and look at him.

         He rises to his feet. The metal legs of the chair scrape against the floor. ‘Excuse me for one moment.’

         Outside, he turns right and walks along Platform One, a few paces, to the stairs. He pauses, his hand on the rail, like a man who fears losing his balance, then turns and sinks down onto the third stair up. He rests his wrists on his knees, his hands hanging, and lets his head drop. Passengers are starting to arrive, none the wiser about what has occurred during the night. Within an hour, dawn will break and the busy period will begin in earnest. The staff will talk amongst themselves, of course, and people will seek him out and ask for his account of what happened. The women will look at him with sympathy. The men will clap him on the shoulder. Melissa, the Station Manager, will take him into her office and ask slowly and sincerely if he needs time off, or counselling. Everyone will be kind.

         Dalmar doesn’t want kindness. He just wants to sit on the stairs. In his effort to not-think about the man, he has been thinking about something else that he wants to not-think about: the boat journey, the heave of the sea, the inarticulate sound the woman made. As the boat drifted away, her cries could still be heard, her head a receding circle, eventually just a dot, then gone. But Dalmar thought he could still hear the cries all the way across the sea, above the slapping sound the water made against the boat’s flimsy hull, even when the big ship pulled up alongside and they were hauled onto it. Even as they sailed on, in the big ship, the immense churn of engines shuddering the deck beneath his feet and the woman long out of sight. People cry for life, every inch of their being yearns for it. It is the human condition, to be desperate for it, to cling to it with both hands even as it slips between your fingers.

         A white woman in a suit with a mac on top mounts the stairs, looking down at Dalmar as she passes, giving him the smallest glance, as if she is wondering – fleetingly – what a security guard is doing sitting there, when presumably he has work to do. For twelve years Dalmar has done his best to be invisible in this country but in that moment he doesn’t care how many passengers see him sitting down on a step or how many look right through him, which is what they usually do. He is thinking of the senselessness, the waste, of all the people he has known over the years who would have done anything to stay alive; the woman, her cries, even when the dot of her head was lost from sight against the rise and fall of the waves. Why would anyone give life up voluntarily? The sin of it. The waste.

         Dalmar’s broad shoulders give a great heave. He is dry crying. The tears in him were used up many years ago, but the sadness he feels inside still lifts his chest and drops it, tightens his throat. He closes his eyes and lifts one hand and pinches at the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger, in order to stem the tears that would flow if they could. He is glad he left the office before this happened. The waste.

         
            *

         

         I sit next to Dalmar on the step and if I could cry I would be crying too but for Dalmar, not the man. I cannot summon pity for the man, desperate and bleak as his situation must have been, I’m too upset for Dalmar – the other staff as well, of course, but there is something about Dalmar that fills me with a yearning, a desire to make him safe, in the knowledge that he will make me safe in return: this large, soft man, who seems to be so hard on himself for reasons that I don’t understand.

         And so we sit next to each other, waiting for the inevitable dawn: a ghost that nobody can see and a security guard that hardly anyone notices.

      

   


   
      
         

            3

         

         I leave Dalmar on the steps and go through the barriers, across the station concourse and outside. The arc of night is lightening, from indigo with strands of cloud to pale, smudgy grey, the strata losing definition as cloud blends with sky. The streetlights that appear so orange when the sky is deepest blue are fading too, losing clarity. Nighttime is defined; dawn is blurry. Why is it that we talk of dawn breaking and dusk gathering? Dawn gathers just as much, or so it seems that morning: the day is gathering itself, unwilling and opaque.

         Outside the station, three taxis sit in a row, their engines running to keep the drivers warm. By the roundabout beyond the taxi rank, cars queue to get into the commuters’ car park. Behind me, the train announcements drone, repeat. Twenty or so passengers wait on the small concourse, their faces lifted to the electronic display boards. A group of four schoolboys in maroon blazers chatter as they exit the station on the way to school and something about the sight of them tugs at my memory in the same way as the mother and child: in the next moment, it’s gone. The day gathers pace as the sky lightens until it reaches the point, some time around 8 a.m., where everyone has to accept that yes, indeed, they may not like the idea all that much but it’s time to accept it: they’re awake.

         The insult of that ordinary dawn – no one knows a man has died here. They will find out later, from social media or Look East or the Peterborough Telegraph, ‘Trusted News Since 1948’. But for now the business of the morning turns as it has always turned.

         I am learning what it must have been like after me.

         
            *

         

         Melissa arrives just before 8 a.m. She’s early, she will have been called at home, I’m guessing. They wouldn’t have phoned her at 4 a.m., there would have been no point, but they probably rang as soon as they thought she might be up. Melissa is the Station Manager, the head honcho, you might say. She’s the sort of young woman men of a certain generation would refer to as a slip of a girl, although she is in her mid-thirties. She’s been working the Network since she was eighteen – I heard her say this to Tom one day, she started in Customer Services, just like him (although what she didn’t say to Tom was that she was a high flyer from the start, would have gone to university if it wasn’t for her dad’s Parkinson’s). She’s tiny, smart, authoritative. The middle-aged men on the station, some a foot taller than her, some twice her weight, would do anything for her.

         Her heels click-click as she strides into the station in a navy wool coat, fair hair in a neat ponytail, a thick scarf wrapped around her neck. She nods to the two staff behind the Information counter; word has got round, of course, and everyone is serious this morning, rather than the usual jokes and smiles. She turns left on Platform One, smartly, towards her office, which is tucked away behind the West Cornwall Pasty Company.

         Inside, Melissa unwinds her scarf – a lengthy process as it is very long and wrapped around her several times, like a python. Her mum knitted it for her last Christmas and has promised her matching wrist-warmers this year. She hangs up her coat, then puts on her red VTEC jacket. She will go and talk to the staff first of all, make sure everyone is okay, then go to Platform Seven and take a look around. The main purpose of this is to check there is no sign of what has occurred overnight but it is also a kind of homage on her part, an acknowledgement. The least she can do for her staff is to stand there for a few minutes and imagine what it was like for them.

         Last time this happened the parents arrived three days later, their faces bloated with misery, clutching a small bouquet of pink and white roses, neat and tasteful, that they wanted to lay at the end of the platform. They were accompanied by their police Family Liaison Officer, an inexperienced woman PC who hadn’t done a rail death before. Melissa had to take the three of them into her small office where there wasn’t even room for them all to sit down. They managed to squeeze in one extra chair so the mum and dad could both sit, then Melissa perched on the edge of her desk while the FLO leaned against the door. The FLO did the talking while the parents nodded in agreement. They all understood there were issues, the FLO said. They didn’t want to be ostentatious – no sprawling wreath, no fluffy toys or notes – they just wanted to pay their respects to the spot where their daughter had died.

         Melissa waited until the FLO had finished and then said quietly and calmly that she was very sorry but it was out of the question. Any kind of tribute, even laying flowers on the platform, was impossible, because of the risk of copycat incidents. ‘Even the press have to be careful, in the way they report,’ she said. ‘We’re always on to them to be sensitive. And TV programmes too, dramas and so on. There’s guidelines. I’m terribly sorry.’ She did not add that she was furious with the FLO for not contacting her about it first, for misleading the mum and dad about what might be possible.

         It was a painful conversation. The parents made it worse by understanding, nodding slowly, the agony etched on their motionless faces. ‘Of course …’ said the dad in a hoarse whisper, then cleared his throat and spoke more clearly. ‘Of course. Yes. We understand.’ The FLO stared balefully at Melissa over their heads.

         And afterwards, as if it wasn’t terrible enough for them already, the couple had to leave the station still clutching the bouquet. After they had gone, Melissa couldn’t stop thinking about what they would do with it when they got home, whether they would put the flowers in a vase or throw them in the bin. She worried for a long time that she should have come up with a compromise – leaving them on the Information desk, perhaps, somewhere where it would be okay, normal, to have flowers.

         I had a mum and a dad. They came to the station.

         Melissa smooths her hair, lifts her ponytail free of her jacket, sighs, braces herself to go out into the cold. That one was unusual, a young woman, same age as herself. She’s really hoping this man fits a more average demographic. It’s sad but the older men, well, they often don’t have anybody. Often, nobody comes.

         Nearly two decades in the business, despite her tender years, and Melissa has seen it all. There was the staff member who went onto the tracks at Biggleswade just after being dismissed for drunkenness, the man who leapt off the bridge at Newark and grabbed the overhead wire – he survived, despite suffering what were euphemistically referred to as life-changing injuries. A week after that, Melissa exited her office here in Peterborough just in time to see a hen party of six young women stagger onto Platform One for a London train, two of them clutching bunches of pink helium balloons with very long strings. ‘Pull those balloons down now!’ she shouted at them, so loudly that the other customers and staff on the platform turned to look. She strode up to the women and addressed the bride-to-be, who was wearing a pink satin cocktail dress, a white veil and purple Dr Martens. ‘What do you think those things are made of?’ Melissa snapped at her. ‘Aluminium! It’s metal! Metal conducts electricity!’

         As she turned away, she heard the young women titter, then one of them say, loudly, ‘Fucking fun police out in force today, girls.’ The voice was daring Melissa to turn and remonstrate. The young women all laughed false, horsey sort of laughs and Melissa went into her office and closed the door behind her. She sat at her desk and put her head in her hands, thinking of the moment the young man had leapt from the bridge at Newark, right in front of her, his mouth wide open as his hand reached out for the over-head wire. The flash; the shock on the faces of the people waiting on the platform below; the way an elderly woman had said to her, as the ambulance pulled away outside the station, ‘That young man will be alright, won’t he? Why didn’t you stop him?’

         Paramedics, police officers, firefighters – well, they might deal with emergencies more often but rail staff do it too and then half an hour later they have to explain to a First Class passenger just how sorry they are that their menu choice on the meal service is unavailable. Sometimes Melissa wishes she had just gone on that course to be airline cabin crew. At least passengers on aeroplanes understood the relationship between their chosen mode of travel and sudden death.

         Melissa is about to leave her office – she’s actually reaching for the door handle – when the phone on her desk rings. Against her better judgement, she picks it up and is immediately sorry she did.

         ‘Melissa! I’m so lucky to have caught you …’

         It is Simon. Simon works on a local news website, he’s the son of a city councillor and likes having access to information before the Peterborough Telegraph – and he was Melissa’s boyfriend for eight months in sixth form. Ever since, he has behaved like they are old friends and no matter how hard she tries to communicate she can’t stand him without actually saying it, she has never quite managed to shake him off.

         ‘Simon, I’ve got a lot on this morning …’

         ‘I know, so I hear, don’t hang up. I’m thinking of going with: Second death in two years on Platform Seven. Is it time for railway chiefs to act? What do you reckon? Eighteen months is more accurate but two years scans better.’

         ‘Am I a railway chief?’ Melissa asks.

         ‘If the cap fits, baby.’

         ‘Simon, go through the proper channels.’ Melissa hangs up.

         What would ‘action’ look like? They do everything they can. They have CCTV, barriers. People used to throw themselves off Crescent Bridge until they put the metal plates up either end but there’s nothing you can do to stop someone who is determined, everybody knows that. The Network is wide open. If you secured the stations and put guards on every platform, people would just walk out into the open countryside, they do already. Melissa tries, and fails, not to feel antagonistic towards the man who did it last night. She knows that other professionals, agencies, other people, would be thinking of the sadness and pain that led the man to do something so terrible, but it’s her job to think of the sadness and pain of her staff and all the others she knows who have to clear up what is left behind. 

         Second death in two years. Platform Seven has been unusually unlucky, it’s true, but the clear implication of such a headline is that it’s going to become an annual event. That’s hardly fair. Simon’s website – she can’t even remember the name of it – is supported by local businesses and by getting enough hits to take advertising, and she knows their stories show up on the news feeds occasionally. All the same, it’s unlikely there is any link between the two deaths and two in eighteen months is hardly a statistically significant sample.

         
            *

         

         She’s right about there being no link between the two deaths, of course, something I can say for certain, as the first death was mine and I don’t think I’ve seen that man before – at least, nothing tugs at me like when I saw the mother and her child or the schoolboys in their maroon jackets.

         And yet, as I observe Melissa, listen to the click of her heels on Platform One, watch her as she disappears into the DTL office, I feel uneasy and wonder if the man and I are linked by some event or relationship I don’t remember. Why else should his actions be having such an impact on me? Is it just that they are triggering me into something I would rather not think about: my death? I only learned just now, through Melissa’s memory, that my parents sat very still in her office while she explained, gently and tactfully, why they couldn’t leave flowers on the platform. I caught a glimpse of them through her eyes. I would love to remember my parents for myself: they looked like nice people, my mum and dad.

         
            *

         

         Melissa goes to the DTL office but the night staff have already left. She’ll call them at home at the end of the afternoon – she won’t do it now in case they are sleeping. She’ll get a proper debrief soon. She climbs the stairs to walk over to Platform Seven and take a look around. Halfway across the bridge, a member of the public, a grey-haired man in a suit, stops her and says, ‘Do you know how slow that lift is? Someone could miss their train waiting for that lift! Can’t you have a word with your boss, get him to do something about it?’

         She replies, ‘I’m terribly sorry, sir, we’re looking into it. We’re hoping to deal with it shortly.’ Having got his irritation off his chest, the man strides on. He is able-bodied and doesn’t even have a suitcase with him. On balance, she feels it unlikely he really needed to use the lift and that his anger was more at his own laziness than the mechanics of elevation at Peterborough Railway Station.

         As Melissa descends the stairs to Platform Seven, she finds her pace is slowing. It’s not as if there will be anything left to see: it’s that she feels reluctant to confront her own imagination. She’s seen enough over the years for her imagination to be able to conjure quite detailed pictures in her head.

         At the end of Platform Seven, PC Akash Lockhart is standing looking down at the tracks. Melissa approaches him. She likes Lockhart; he’s quite good-looking, in a tall skinny kind of way, bit earnest. She’s heard the other cops taking the mickey out of him because he’s doing an online MA in Crime Detection and Police Leadership over at Leicester. She didn’t know you could do postgraduate degrees in different aspects of Being a Cop but apparently you can.

         As she approaches, he nods to her and she nods back. They are close to the bottom of the access ramp, away from most of the members of the public waiting for the 08.24 to Liverpool Lime Street. They stand for a minute or two, looking down. There is a small, respectful silence between them.

         ‘Were you on last night?’ Melissa asks, after a while.

         At that point, there comes the loud, slow screech of a freight train, behind them on Platform Six, and Lockhart doesn’t answer for a while. It takes a long time for the freight train to pass through and the air to quieten, then he says, ‘Yeah, I was.’

         ‘Shouldn’t you be off by now?’ she replies. They are still standing side by side, still staring down, as if the space between the tracks, the four-foot, might contain answers.

         ‘Yeah, probably,’ he replies.

         They stand next to each other a while longer, then Lockhart says, ‘You know that woman that died here, last year?’

         God, not you as well, Melissa thinks.

         ‘Bit before my time but did anyone ever … well, look into it, you know, look into her background a bit, who she was?’

         ‘Of course,’ Melissa said. Is he serious? Of course it was looked into. There was an inquest. What does he mean?

         ‘I mean it’s just, she wasn’t the usual type, was she?’ Lockhart says. His MA has reached the module on Victimology. ‘It’s usually pills with young women, and often less of an impulse thing. Seems a bit of an odd way to go, for someone of her demographic.’

         ‘She had a history of mental health problems, there’d been previous contact with Cambridgeshire Constabulary, and there was a note.’ She’s not quite sure what more PC Lockhart wants.

         He doesn’t seem too sure himself. He removes his hat, scratches the back of his head, replaces it. He wriggles his shoulders a bit, as if his stab-proof vest is itchy. Maybe he’s just very tired. ‘Yeah, I guess,’ he says. ‘That’s all I’m saying, though: it wasn’t very usual, that’s all.’

         Melissa shrugs. ‘Takes all sorts, I guess.’ She hears how uncaring the comment sounds and regrets it but doesn’t know Lockhart well enough to correct herself to him. He will just have to think she is harsh.

         Lockhart turns away. ‘Well, better check my notes. Long night.’

         
            *

         

         Melissa and I watch him go. Normally, Lockhart has an easy, loose way of walking, the walk of a young man who is comfortable in his skin, who still believes in duty and justice – it’s hard to imagine him ever being a cynical sergeant or inspector: he’s one of these young men who looks as though he will never be middle-aged. But today, he trudges back along Seven – trudge is the only verb for it. It has, indeed, been a very long night.

         
            *

         

         Leyla. It’s a name that comes to me, just at that moment, as I look at young PC Lockhart walking away.

         I see something, an image in my thoughts. It is a picture of a woman in her seventies sitting on the edge of a bed. She is facing away, towards a window where a rectangle of grey light casts a pale glow in front of her. She is dressed in a nightie. She’s cold.

         Is she Leyla?

         
            *

         

         Melissa stays on Platform Seven for a few minutes after Lockhart has gone, looking down at the tracks. When she goes back to her office on Platform One, she will have to get on with her day – she is often running around the station or off to meetings elsewhere on the Network. All that is still there, along with all the follow-up this will cause, the interviews with staff, the emails to Head Office, the report to be done. She shouldn’t just be standing here like a prune, especially not when members of the travelling public can see her. But part of her feels unwilling to go back to her office and get on with the rush of it all. She needs to take a moment or two, to apologise in her head to the man, for her own annoyance at his act, her impatience. It seems only right.

         
            *

         

         Melissa turns briskly on her heel – the opposite way to Lockhart, to go back to her office via the access ramp. I stay on Platform Seven.

         I think I know what is going on with me: the man’s death is reminding me of me. Perhaps that is my route back in, to my life, I mean, to who or what I was before I died. The death of the man has unlocked something.

         I think about his face. I was so close to it, staring into those large, watery eyes. I think about how opaque his thoughts were. Normally, I can tell what people are thinking and feeling but with him, a shutter was down when I looked at him. I think about the cold sensation I felt when he passed through me, so chilling it felt like scorn, and I know for certain that whatever Melissa has just told Lockhart, I didn’t do what he did. I didn’t throw myself off Platform Seven.

         So what happened to me?

         
            *

         

         Time drifts. Soon it is full daylight and the thick wad of cloud that has filled the sky until now melts away. Sunlight appears, as if by magic – who would have thought that would happen, after such an unwilling dawn? As I glide towards the waiting room, two young women exit together, stopping on Platform Seven and standing next to each other without speaking, tipping their faces to the sky in a small act of worship: winter sun, always such an unexpected gift.

         Mid-morning, midweek: how quiet the station seems now the rush hour has gone. The commuters have disappeared. The sky above is clear and blue; the air is light. By noon, it will, for a short while, feel positively balmy.

         I can’t see any trainspotters on Platform Seven this morning. I’ve got quite fond of them. I know most of them by sight and admire their dedication and their enquiring spirit: philosophy for the working classes. A lot of them are on first-name terms with the staff and they will be concerned for them when they hear what has happened. Unlike most of the travelling public, they would never dream of being rude to a staff member. They know better than most the sort of things the staff have to deal with on a daily basis.

         Half a dozen passengers are sitting in the waiting room. The young man behind the mobile coffee cart is playing tinkly tsk-tsk music too quietly for anyone to hear but loud enough to irritate everyone. Four of the six people have earphones in anyway and five of the six sit frowning at their phones. The tannoy bleats, from time to time. Passengers are reminded to keep all personal belongings with them at all times. Not just hang on to your stuff please, but keep all of your belongings with you at all times.

         Not long after this reminder, there comes the testy request that the owner of the suitcase on Platform Six return to it immediately. The sixth person in the waiting room, the only one without a phone or headphones, is an elderly woman with white curls and thick glasses – a little old lady straight out of central casting – who is standing by the cart pouring sugar into her coffee. At the sound of this announcement, she looks around and realises that, yes, the disembodied voice is referring to her. She frowns a little, clearly annoyed that she is receiving this public rebuke. The suitcase on Platform Six is fully visible to her through the glass wall of the waiting room and she knows that it contains not explosive devices but socks and jumpers – she’s on her way to spend a few days with her son and daughter-in-law in Sheffield and their new baby. They’ve called the baby Ivan and she disapproves.

         The elderly woman clutches her coffee as she goes outside to stand by the suitcase, lest it be seized and subject to a controlled explosion. She saw no need to keep a close eye on the case when she knew it contained nothing of value – her purse, phone and driving licence are all in the neat leather handbag that hangs from her shoulder. What self-respecting thief would want her socks? Relying on the guesswork and common sense of petty criminals is something of a high-risk strategy for protecting your belongings but she’s not alone in that.

         None of the five travellers left in the waiting room between Platform Six and Platform Seven has even looked around, either at the security announcement or to watch the elderly woman reclaim her suspicious suitcase. The warnings are so constant and terrorist attacks so infrequent that there is a disconnect between the two – nobody really takes the announcements seriously because of their frequency.

         It doesn’t matter how many times you are told; in fact, the more you are told it, the less you are able to imagine it. You have to be someone to whom something unexpected and terrible has happened to feel that vigilance has a purpose. Until you have experienced the hard slap of violence, you can’t imagine a sudden, bad thing happening. People don’t report suitcases on railway platforms for the same reason that they don’t report a speeding motorist. There is the mundane, then there is the unthinkable – between the two, a chasm into which our imaginations tumble.

         
            *

         

         The morning grows old and even though it’s sunny I’ve had enough of Platform Seven, enough of staring out at the housing estate, the Used Car Supermarket, the distant Fens. Boredom: each day, each night, the turn and blur of those non-identical twins – the sameness of it. If all life is, or turns out to be, is a waiting room for death, then why don’t more people hurry it up? I would, if I had the choice, but you can’t commit suicide when you’re already dead, which leaves me in a bit of a bind.

         I can’t afford to let gloom overtake me – I know that much by now. If you get depressed when you are in my state, it can curdle. I’ll start trying to whisper malicious thoughts into the ears of the living, urging them to do what I can’t.

         
            *

         

         I go to hang around the entrance. There’s a cafe there, although it isn’t a separate area, just an extension of the small concourse. It’s called the Pumpkin Cafe, appropriately enough for this time of the year, although it’s called that all year round. It’s more fun to hang around here than over there on the far side, where people are doing nothing but waiting for trains or killing themselves. There’s a fair amount of waiting goes on in the Pumpkin Cafe too, of course. You can get your cup of tea-in-Styrofoam and sit on one of the metal chairs in full view of the electronic display, where you can find out, should you need to know, that the 17.32 to Spalding is on time and is Calling at: Spalding. Not all trains are quite so punctual. The 17.24 to Manchester is Expected at: 17.25.

         At this time of day, there are half a dozen people ranged beneath the ten monitors that form the display, orange letters against the black screens. People tip their faces upwards and gaze at them for the whole of the time they are standing there, as if they might miss some vital information if they don’t keep looking – a microsecond-long mention of the fact that their train is cancelled, for instance, that will appear only briefly. Their expressions are rapt. I can’t help feeling that Network Rail is missing a trick. Think of the knowledge they could dispense, as opposed to just giving you train times. Watching the people watch the screens I feel the same slight sense of disappointment that I used to feel when I got money from a cashpoint machine and it asked if I required an advice slip. Why did the advice slip tell me how much money I had just taken out of my account? I knew that already. Why didn’t it say: Replace the sitting-room window now before it causes a damp problem or Take an evening class in the history of jazz, you’ll enjoy it or Leave your lover before it’s too late?

         Account balance: £278.31. Call that advice?

         
            *

         

         The day passes. There isn’t much of an afternoon rush hour going into Peterborough Station – at this time of the day it flows the other way. As the light fades and evening grows, the commuter trains arrive and disgorge groups of people and through the barriers they come in single-file streams. Half of them are on their phones. Some are bent and frowning, weighed down by the stresses of their day, but quite a few have their faces lifted and their expressions open and relieved. They are nearly home. The barriers are almost always kept open at Peterborough Station: it is a portal. The dividing line between life and the afterlife is porous here. I watch the people and it amazes me that they don’t seem to have realised it yet. I was just like them once but now I feel baffled and irritated that they are all in such a rush. Think about it, I want to say – from my superior perspective – at the moment, you think this is just about going to work and back, but one day you will realise you can pass through at will.

         I wonder if there are other portals in all the other countries across the world – perhaps each country, each culture has its own equivalent? Surely it is arrogant to think it only happens here. Maybe not, though, maybe this is the only one in the whole of the known universe. Peterborough Railway Station: the only place you can cross over.

         The streams of people ebb, recede. The wide sliding doors to the exit leading onto Station Approach are permanently open and without a barrier of waiting bodies, the concourse and the cafe grow cold very quickly. By the Information desk, a young member of staff is clapping his hands together and laughing with the young woman sitting behind it – it has only taken a few hours for the staff’s solemnity to dissipate. A middle-aged man in a smart wool coat wearing very large glasses says to the young man, ‘Excuse me, where is the bar?’ The young man becomes suddenly serious in his desire to be of service and points to the fridge opposite the counter of the Pumpkin Cafe. The man walks over to it and stares at the small selection of lagers and wine in tiny bottles, as if bewildered by his lack of choice. As he stands making his selection, the older blonde woman I often see behind the counter, Stacey she’s called, turns and holds a plate aloft and calls out in a high-pitched, nasal voice, ‘Tuna panini!’ Repeated, it sounds like the cry of an exotic bird. Toonappaneenee!

         
            *

         

         I go out of the main entrance – on days like this, the dying light can be lovely. As the sun fades, Peterborough Station and its surrounding area become suffused with a glow. Since the clocks changed, 4 p.m. is a mere hour before dusk but after our blurry, ambiguous start, it has been a clear blue winter’s day. The air is lit up gold. The glow will fade soon, but for a few moments it is stretching and lighting up the brick wall of the multi-storey car park opposite the station. By the side of the Great Northern Hotel, the trees have black trunks and yellow leaves that make a pretty contrast with the deep blue paint on the Crescent Bridge and the way the sky, in the distance, is strung with a little low cloud, tinged with apricot. I can still be caught by this, all the more lovely because of its transience. It is almost possible to believe that the turn of the day into evening, then night, is nothing to be frightened of.

         To my right, the car park is emptying as commuters collect their cars, head home. To my left the road swoops round and the large Waitrose is brightly lit, men and women pushing metal trolleys in and out. Across from the station, the small brick building belonging to the British Transport Police looks like a little house in the middle of an industrial forest. I am missing PC Lockhart. He’s one of my favourites. I wonder when he will be back on duty, whether he was at the beginning or the end of his run of nights, and whether Inspector Barker will suggest he has time off. 

         I hang around for a while, in the growing dusk, until the fading of the light gathers pace. Another afternoon is tumbling towards evening, down into another long night. I turn back into the station, cross the concourse and go through the barriers, back towards another stretch of time; aimless, formless, clothed only in dark.

         At the bottom of the stairwell that leads up to the covered walkway, just where I was sitting next to Dalmar this morning – I have been thinking about him a lot today – I see a man. The man has his back to me. He is wearing a heavy navy jacket, a donkey jacket, I think it’s called. Never as warm as they should be, those things.

         Slowly, he turns. He has a black woollen hat and a sea-green scarf that is pulled up round the lower half of his face. His watery eyes gaze at me and in a light, mocking tone, he says, ‘Oh dear, Lisa, did you think you were the only one?’ And then he carries on up the stairs, crosses the bridge and disappears from view.

         My name was Lisa.
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