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Lou is pretending to be asleep, but out of the corner of her eye she is watching the woman opposite put on her make-up. She always finds it fascinating, watching other women do this, constructing themselves, on the train. Lou never wears make-up, really, other than for very special occasions, and although she can understand it saves time, she finds it odd – choosing to make the transformation from private to public persona whilst commuting. It takes away the mystery, covering the blemishes, thickening the lashes, widening the eyes, plumping the cheeks, surrounded by people. And on the seven forty-four to Victoria, Lou is surrounded by people: most of them silent; many of them asleep, or at least dozing; some of them reading, and a few, a minority, chatting.


The woman on the seat adjacent to her, separated by the aisle, is one such person. Lou has her iPod on, softly, so she can’t hear what she is saying, although from the tilt of the woman’s head, it’s clear she is talking to a man to her right. Lou shifts in her seat, adjusts her parka hood, damp from a cycle ride through drizzle to the station, so as to view them better round the fur lining. They are married. Matching rings, circling fingers circling cardboard coffee cups, betray this. The woman, Lou decides, is around forty. Lou can’t observe her full on, but she appears to have the sort of face Lou likes. Her profile is interesting, attractive, if with faint traces of a jowl; her hair a thick curtain of chestnut brown. From what Lou can see of him, her husband is not quite as good looking; he is heavyset, greying – Lou reckons he is ten years his wife’s senior, maybe more – but his face is kind. There is a gentleness in his expression and the lines around his mouth, deep crevices, suggest he likes to laugh. The woman leans affectionately against his shoulder. Before him is a thick paperback, the latest best-seller, but he’s not reading it; instead he strokes her hand, slowly, softly. Lou has a small pang of jealousy. She envies their tenderness and the way they show it without a second thought.


The train pulls into Burgess Hill. It is pouring now, and weary commuters shake and close their umbrellas as they board. There is the sharp blow of a whistle to hurry them, and as the doors slide shut, Lou returns her gaze to the young woman opposite. Now she has finished applying shadow to her eyes, they have more emphasis: it is as if her whole face has acquired definition, an edge. Except the lips, still pale, appear bereft. Lou thinks she looked just as good without make-up: sweeter somehow, more vulnerable. Either way, though, she is pretty. And her hair, a mass of Fusilli blonde curls, is so ebullient, so springy, so different in texture from her own spiked and mousy crop, that Lou wants to reach out and touch it.


Lou watches as the young woman turns attention to her lips. Suddenly, the young woman stops, Cupid’s bow comically half pinked in, like an unfinished china doll. Lou follows her gaze back to the couple; the man has unexpectedly, embarrassingly, vomited. All down his jacket, his shirt, his tie, there’s a stream of frothy, phlegmy milk, and bits of half-digested croissant, like baby’s sick.


Lou unhooks one earphone, surreptitiously.


‘Oh, Lord!’ the woman is saying, frantically wiping the mess with the too-small napkin that’s come with her coffee. To no avail: with an infant gurgle, the man pukes again. This time it goes all over his wife’s wrist, splashes her chiffon blouse; even, horror, lands in the curtain of her hair.


‘I don’t know—’ he says, gasping, and Lou sees he is sweating, profusely, repugnantly, not normally at all. Then he adds, ‘I’m sorry . . .’


Lou is just thinking she knows what it is – the man is clutching his chest now – and she sits bolt upright, any pretence of discretion gone, when, boof! A thud and he lands, face down, on the table. And then he is still. Utterly still. For a few seconds – or so it seems – no one does anything. Lou simply watches his spilt coffee, follows the beige trail, drip drip drip, along the window ledge, down the side of the cream Formica table and onto the floor. Outside, rain-drenched trees and fields still whoosh by.


Then, pandemonium.


‘Simon! Simon!’ His wife has jumped up, is shouting.


Simon does not respond.


As his spouse shakes him, Lou catches a glimpse of his face, mouth open, sick still damp on his cheek, before he falls back, head lolling. She is sure she recognizes him; she’s seen him on this train before.


‘Jesus!’ says a disgruntled man opposite, shaking out his copy of the Telegraph. ‘What the devil’s wrong with him? He drunk or something?’ He harrumphs, judgement plain.


It’s as though his disapproval galvanizes Lou. ‘He’s having a heart attack, for fuck’s sake!’ She leaps to her feet, ancient Health & Safety training, Girl Guide badges, episodes of ER, all coming back in a rush. ‘Call the guard, somebody!’


Another man, young, scruffy, goatee-bearded, next to the woman who has been putting on her make-up, flings down his plastic bag, gets to his feet. ‘Which way?’ he asks Lou, as if she knows everything.


‘Middle carriage!’ cries the wife.


The young man looks unsure.


‘That way,’ says Lou, pointing to the front end of the train, and off he runs.


*     *     *


Three carriages along, Anna is treating herself to her favourite glossy magazine. In two stops she has devoured the lead article about a pop princess in rehab, and now she’s onto the ‘Most Wanted’ section, where she spies a jacket she hopes might suit her, from a chain store, new in for spring, very reasonably priced. She is just folding over the page as a reminder to check it out in her lunch hour when a young man with a goatee knocks her elbow as he rushes past.


‘Thanks,’ she mutters sarcastically. Annoying Brighton hippies, she thinks.


A few seconds later he returns at speed, the guard following closely. She reassesses the situation – both look anxious. Perhaps something is up.


Then the driver’s voice can be heard over the speakers: ‘Are there any doctors or nurses aboard? If so, please contact the guard in carriage E.’


How will people know where carriage E is? Anna thinks. But apparently they do know – barely ten seconds later two women charge past her, handbags flying behind. Anna raises her eyebrows at the passengers opposite. Such consternation is a rarity on the seven forty-four, where there is an unspoken rule of quietness and consideration. It is a bit alarming.


Shortly, the train pulls into Wivelsfield. Why are we stopping here? Anna worries. We normally speed straight through. She hopes it is just a signal, but fears it is something more sinister. Five minutes later, her disquiet has grown, and she is not alone: all about her people are getting impatient and shifting restlessly in their seats. Anna needs the train to be on time if she is not to be late for the office. She works freelance, and although she is on a long-term contract, her employers are pedantic about timekeeping. They run a tight ship, and the boss has been known to wait scowling in reception, checking for tardy arrivals.


There is a ‘fuff fuff ’ of exhaling air into a microphone and another announcement: ‘I’m sorry but a passenger has been taken seriously ill on board. We’re going to be here for a few minutes while we wait for an ambulance.’


Her heart sinks and she thinks, why can’t they take whoever it is off the train and wait for an ambulance there? Then she berates herself for being uncharitable: one glance at the rain-soaked platform answers her question. It is February, chilly.


She is too distracted to read, so looks out of the window, watching the rain hit grey paving and gathering in pools where the surface is uneven. Wivelsfield, she thinks, where the hell is that? It is not somewhere she has ever visited; she has only been through it on the train.


Ten minutes turn to fifteen, twenty, with no further announcement. By this time, people are texting on their mobiles, or calling strings of unidentifiable numbers, most with voices low. Some, less neighbourly, loudly state their lack of sympathy – ‘Not sure what’s wrong, someone taken “ill”, apparently, probably a bloody drug addict . . .’ – whilst others seem to enjoy the opportunity to convey a sense of their own importance – ‘Sorry, Jane, Ian here, going to be late for the Board. Get them to hold off, will you, till I get there?’ and so on.


Then, at last, Anna sees three figures in Day-Glo anoraks rushing past the window, guiding a stretcher. Thank heavens: shouldn’t be long now.


She keeps her eyes fixed on the platform, expecting to see the stretcher returning with a body strapped to it, pushed at speed. But instead the tired concrete wall just stares back at her, the rain keeps falling, filling the hollows of the yellow ‘Mind the Gap’ warnings with more water.


Finally, a tap, a splutter, then: ‘I apologize again, ladies and gentlemen, it looks as if we’re going to be here for an unforeseeable duration. We’re unable to move the passenger. If I could just ask you to be patient, we’ll let you know as soon as we have news.’


There is a collective sigh, more shuffling.


How annoying, thinks Anna before she can stop herself, then, more benignly: how very odd. She certainly doesn’t buy the drug addict theory – Brighton’s smack-heads are hardly known for catching the morning commuter train, for goodness’ sake. So obviously someone is genuinely ill. Yet she is worried about her boss, her colleagues; she has heaps on that day. Her thoughts – a tangle of self-interest and altruism – seem in sync with the passengers opposite: frowns mixing exasperation and concern.


‘Why can’t they be moved?’ says the man opposite eventually, breaking taboo by speaking to strangers on the train. He is tall, bespectacled, with closely shaven hair and an immaculately starched collar, a Norman Rockwell painting made manifest.


‘Perhaps whoever it is has got a spinal injury,’ says the passenger next to him, an apple-shaped elderly woman. The way she adjusts her posture to create space between the two of them as she speaks suggests she’s not travelling with him. ‘They wouldn’t be able to move the neck.’


He nods. ‘Possibly.’


Anna is not so sure. ‘Bit strange, though: how would you get a spinal injury on a train?’


‘Perhaps someone’s died.’ Anna turns, sees a young girl next to her. Lank black hair, facial piercings. Gothic.


‘Ooh, goodness, no,’ gasps the elderly woman, worried. ‘Surely not?


‘Could be,’ agrees Norman Rockwell. ‘Would explain why we have to stay here. They’ll have to get the police.’


‘Certify death,’ says the Goth.


Suddenly Anna’s magazine doesn’t seem quite the same. It usually provides her weekly fix of fun, fashion, style and gossip; she knows it’s shallow but reckons she deserves it, and anyway, it covers wider issues too. Then, as if to mirror her thoughts, she turns the page and sees just such an article: a picture of a young Afghan woman, whose body has been horrifically scarred by burns.


Anna shudders.


*     *     *


For Lou the sight of passengers ducking their heads as two men hoist a stretcher up and over the seats is almost farcical. The stretcher is an awkward shape, even with the crossbar and wheels removed – bigger than any suitcase – and the whole experience seems unreal, filmic, or, more precisely, like an episode of a television drama. Only TV you can turn off, whereas here she’s forced to watch – how can she not, with it all happening inches away?


For the last ten minutes, two young women – nurses, apparently on their way to work at a hospital in Haywards Heath – have been trying to resuscitate the man, with increasing desperation. They have checked if he is breathing, felt for a pulse in his neck and then, with the help of the guard, pulled him onto the floor so as to get him horizontal. All this right by Lou’s feet, before she had time to move, so she has been pinned in, witnessing the horror unfurl. They’ve taken it in turns, one nurse pumping pumping pumping with her palms flat on his chest, the movements so deliberate and assertive as to seem vicious, while the other has been breathing into his mouth, perhaps every thirty pumps or so. When the nurse pumping has tired, they’ve swapped over.


Through it all, the man’s wife stands in the aisle, helpless. She is utterly silent, her attention flipping from one nurse to the other and back to her husband, her face contorted with worry.


It all happens so fast in the end. The paramedics arrive, the nurse at his mouth stops, looks up and shakes her head – a tiny gesture but significant. No joy.


The paramedics manage to tilt the stretcher sideways, slide him onto it and swiftly propel him to the much wider space by the train doors. The few passengers standing there shift hurriedly to create room. Lou sees oxygen, a defibrillator, drugs – an injection – there’s a cry of ‘Stand clear!’ and they shock him.


Nothing.


And again.


Nothing.


Again.


Still nothing.


Everyone in the train carriage is transfixed. It is not just morbid fascination – it is an inability to comprehend what is happening, shock. What are they going to do? But the guard misinterprets the slack jaws, the wide eyes – whether out of sympathy for the man and his wife or a desire to take control, it doesn’t really matter – the upshot is the same. He barks an order, loud enough for everybody to hear: ‘Can you all please leave the carriage at once.’


So Lou gathers up her things – her mobile, her iPod, her rucksack – in many ways thankful to be given permission to move. On the adjacent table the man’s book remains; not that he will need it, now. Lou zips her coat, pulls up the hood and heads out of the doors into the rain.


Another announcement follows, this time a request over the speaker system that all passengers disembark from the train, and soon Lou is surrounded by people, mystified, looking in confusion for the exit at a station they do not know.


*     *     *


Anna has to fight to create the space to raise her umbrella. The platform is heaving, but she is damned if she’s going to get her hair wet as well as everything else – she hates it when it goes even slightly wavy, which it will if she is not careful. Today it would be especially galling as she got up early, whilst it was still pitch black outside, to wash and blow-dry it for a meeting. Thankfully, Anna is tall and her brolly has one of those automatic buttons that makes it open with an efficient ‘poof!’ She raises it safely above the throng and bingo, she is sheltered from the worst.


Next to her is the rotund elderly woman and inching along just in front is Norman Rockwell.


‘What the devil are we supposed to do now?’ he asks.


‘They’ll lay on buses,’ says the elderly woman.


Anna doesn’t know how the woman knows – it is not as if this sort of thing happens every day – but takes her word for it. ‘Where on earth will they get enough buses for everyone?’ Her mind is only just catching up with events.


‘I guess they’ll have to bring them from Brighton,’ says Norman.


‘Fuck that,’ says a fourth voice – it is the Goth girl, wedged behind Anna. ‘They’ll be hours. I give up. I’m going home.’


I can’t, thinks Anna. If only she could. But she has clients coming in for a presentation, plus if she doesn’t make it into the office, she simply doesn’t get paid, and she is the main breadwinner.


Regardless of whether they are heading for the buses or back to Brighton, they all have to shuffle the same way. The exit and the opposite platform are beyond the covered area of the platform with its worn walls and peeling advertisements, down some steps at the far end of the station. Shoulders jostle and elbows nudge – some people insist on talking and texting on their mobiles, which only slows matters further, so it seems to take an age before they are down the stairs, past the ticket office, and outside.


Here Anna pauses for a moment to take stock. It is an incongruous sight – several hundred people in so small a space. The place is tiny – there is not even a proper station building, just a little ticket office halfway down the stairs. Although there are probably a thousand stations like it up and down the country, it is hardly designed for the mass exodus of all bar two of the passengers from a packed tencarriage commuter train. There is not even a proper car park. And no bus stop that Anna can see, let alone any buses.


Shit.


But at that very moment, with a swoosh through the puddles, a white Ford Mondeo pulls up and stops beside her. A taxi. For a brief moment, Anna thinks, impressed: blimey, someone’s ordered that, how organized, before she realizes that maybe no one has, that this is a station, albeit a small one, so there might well be taxis anyway. The light on its roof is on; it is for hire. The crowd lurches forward – competition is fierce. But the back passenger door is right at her side – it is now or never. She opens it, leans in, and asks the driver: ‘Are you free?’


The opposite door opens simultaneously. She sees a furtrimmed hood, an anxious face. ‘Haywards Heath?’ asks the other woman.


‘I’m happy to share,’ suggests Anna.


‘Whatever,’ the taxi driver grunts in approbation. It’s all in a morning’s work for him. A fare is a fare.


Before he has time to renege on the offer, the two women get in.
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Anna exhales, ‘Phew.’


Rain is thundering on the car roof, as if to underline their good fortune.


‘That was a stroke of luck,’ says the woman in the parka, pushing down her hood and wriggling out of her rucksack. She is compactly built and supple and seems practised at the manoeuvre. ‘That poor guy,’ she says, sitting back.


‘What was it?’ asks Anna.


‘Heart attack,’ says the parka woman.


‘Did he die, do you think?’


‘I’m afraid so.’


‘Oh, Lord.’


‘I know, awful. He was travelling with his wife, too.’


‘How do you know?’


‘I was sitting next to them. The other side of the aisle.’


‘Gosh. That must have been a horrible thing to witness.’


‘Yes,’ nods the parka woman.


And there I was, complaining that all this was just inconvenient, Anna castigates herself. The Goth was obviously right. What does it matter, really, if I’m a bit late for work? She voices her thoughts: ‘It’s not exactly how you’d choose to go, is it? You’d rather die flying a kite with your grandchildren, or at a great party or something. Not on the seven forty-four.’


‘Oi, ladies,’ the driver interrupts before she has a chance to continue. He is listening to a crackling and distorted voice over his radio. ‘No point going to Haywards Heath. Apparently the trains from there are at a standstill. Whole lot’s buggered.’


‘They can’t do that, surely?’ asks Anna.


‘Ooh, they can, believe me,’ says the driver. ‘You know what it’s like on the Brighton line – it’s a single track each way from Haywards Heath to the coast. Only takes one train to scupper it.’


The two women look at each other.


The driver chivvies, ‘So where do you want me to take you?’


‘Home?’ suggests the parka woman.


‘Where’s home?’ asks the other.


‘Brighton,’ says the parka woman, then clarifies, ‘Kemptown.’


Anna’s mind whirrs. Anorak, boyish face, cropped and gelled hair, no make-up, jeans, rucksack, Kemptown address: she’s gay. Kemptown is not that far from Anna’s house: it’s so tempting, but – ‘I can’t,’ she explains. ‘I have to get to London.’


‘I guess I should go too,’ agrees the parka woman. ‘Just quite nice to have an excuse for once.’


‘I’ve got a meeting,’ says Anna.


‘What time’s it at?’


‘Ten.’


Anna looks at her watch. It’s eight thirty-five now. ‘Typical, isn’t it?’ she says. ‘Normally the seven forty-four gets me to work fine.’


‘But they’ll understand, won’t they?’ says the parka woman. ‘Someone has just died on board.’ She laughs, but it doesn’t seem unkind; rather it is a comment on the ludicrousness of their situation. She pauses, assessing. ‘Can’t you just ring and explain you’ll be late?’


Anna imagines the bulldog stance of her boss in reception and isn’t so sure.


‘Ladies,’ the driver cuts in again. They are approaching traffic lights at a crossroads. ‘I need a decision. Where are you going?’


Anna catches his eye in the mirror. She is sure he is smirking, enjoying this. ‘I really need to get to London,’ she reiterates. She doesn’t want to leave her colleagues in the lurch. Not to make it would compel one of them to present in her place – no fun at short notice, Anna knows. She leans forward, close to his ear. ‘How much to take us there?’


‘Depends where.’


She wonders: where would suit her and hopefully the other woman, and not be too difficult in terms of rush hour traffic? ‘Clapham Junction?’


‘Where’s your meeting?’ asks the parka woman.


‘Cheyne Walk off the King’s Road – I can get lots of buses from the station.’


‘Fine by me,’ agrees the parka woman. ‘I’ll get a train from Clapham up to Victoria.’


‘I’ll do it for seventy quid,’ says the driver. They’re stopped at traffic lights.


Anna does a rapid calculation. It’s not unreasonable for sixty miles or so. On her daily rate it is worth it – she will lose much more than that if she doesn’t show. She glances at the parka woman. She looks hesitant – Anna is aware that not everyone earns as much as she does.


‘I’m happy to pay fifty quid of it,’ she offers. ‘I really do need to get there.’


‘Oh, that wouldn’t be fair.’


‘I get paid by the day,’ she explains. ‘So I’m fine to, honestly.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’


‘Um . . .’


‘Really, it’s fine. I’d be paying it on my own otherwise.’


‘OK then. Thank you,’ the parka woman smiles, appreciative.


‘Great.’ Anna leans forward to the driver again. ‘Do it.’


So he flicks up the indicator, turns left and heads towards the motorway


*     *     *


‘I guess I might as well introduce myself. I’m Lou.’ Lou turns to face the other woman and thrusts out her hand.


Her fellow passenger is not conventionally pretty, but she is striking nonetheless. She must be in her early forties – whereas Lou is ten years younger – and she has a strong, angular face with Cleopatra dark hair, styled poker-straight. Her make-up is bold: a gash of lipstick, dark shadow that makes no apology for deliberately intensifying brown eyes. It signals confidence, an effect compounded by her height and long limbs. She is slim and well dressed, in a smart navy trench coat, and her large snakeskin handbag looks expensive. The overall effect is of someone intelligent yet daunting.


‘I’m Anna,’ she returns. Her hand is cold, bony; her grasp assured and firm. But she is generous and empathetic, Lou has noticed already; clearly she is not that hard.


‘Where are you going?’ Lou asks.


‘I work in Chelsea. My meeting is at the office. You?’


‘I’m on my way to Hammersmith.’ There is a moment’s silence. ‘I’m a youth worker,’ Lou adds.


‘Ah,’ Anna nods.


Though she loves her job, Lou is conscious her profession is not particularly glamorous or well remunerated. Whilst she has no idea exactly what this woman who works off the King’s Road does, she supposes it’s far more high-flying, and somehow wants her approval. But she doesn’t get the chance to elaborate on why she does what she does because next Anna swivels her hips and tucks her left foot under her, so as to face Lou as fully as possible.


‘So tell me,’ she urges. ‘What happened on the train?’


Lou recounts the events as best she can remember.


‘There simply wasn’t time for anyone to resuscitate him,’ Lou finishes. ‘The nurses were there in next to no time, and they tried . . . God knows they tried.’ She shivers, recollecting. ‘But it was over so fast. One minute he was drinking his coffee, the next, so it seems – gone.’


‘The poor woman he was with!’ Anna says, aghast. ‘Just imagine that, leaving for work with your husband, thinking it was just a normal day, and then suddenly he keels over and dies. Right beside you. Oh, I really feel sorry for her.’


*     *     *


‘So do you live in Brighton too, then?’ asks Lou, once they’re on the motorway. The driver puts his foot down and soon they’re doing a steady seventy miles per hour. Gorse bushes just beginning to bud yellow flash by on the embankment.


‘Yes.’


‘Where are you?’


‘Seven Dials. You know it?’


‘Of course,’ retorts Lou. ‘I’ve lived in Brighton for nearly ten years.’


‘Ah, well.’ This makes it worthwhile to be more precise. ‘I’m on Charminster Street.’ Lou looks blank. ‘Between Old Shoreham Road and Dyke Road.’


‘Oh, yeah!’ Lou exclaims. ‘Lovely little white Victorian houses, office block at the end of the street.’


‘That’s it. It’s a bit scruffy, but I like it.’


‘Is it just you?’


She sounds genuinely interested and Anna sees her glance at her finger – presumably to check if she is married. How funny, Anna thinks, we’re both looking for signals, assessing. Nonetheless, she pauses. It is not a subject on which she likes to be drawn. ‘Um, no . . . I live with my partner.’


Lou picks up her cue, and changes the subject. ‘So, do you always work in London?’


‘Mostly, yes. You?’


‘Four days a week. I wouldn’t want to commute the full five.’


‘No, it does get tiring.’ Anna experiences a flush of resentment: if Steve earned more, she wouldn’t need to travel so much. But she doesn’t say this. Instead she takes a deep breath and says, more positively: ‘I love being in Brighton though. So it is worth it.’ She smiles, thinking affectionately of the terraced home she has put so much time and energy into decorating, with its patio garden and views out over the Downs. Then there is her handful of close friends conveniently nearby; the Lanes, jostling with one-off shops and equally eclectic people; the steep shingle of the beach and beyond it, the sea . . . That, perhaps above all else, makes the commute worthwhile: the grey, the green and the blue of it; the crashing, the calm and the choppiness of it; the never-the-same-two-days-in-a-row of it: ah, the sea . . .


Lou interrupts her thoughts. ‘I like being in Brighton too.’


‘So where are you in Kemptown?’ Anna asks. ‘I do hope you’re not going to tell me you’ve got a whole house on the seafront there!’ She is joking, of course: the Regency houses overlooking the beach in Kemptown are huge. Not merely that, they are magnificent; elegant cream stucco frontages, giant windows rising floor to ceiling, rooms of breathtaking proportions with marble fireplaces and elaborate plaster cornices – to own a whole one would be a dream.


Lou laughs. ‘Hardly. I live in a little attic flat – it’s not much bigger than a studio really.’


Something about the way she uses ‘I’, not ‘we’, suggests Lou is living alone. Anna clarifies, ‘So I presume you don’t share?’


Lou laughs again. She has an infectious laugh: deep, throaty, uninhibited. ‘God no, there’s barely room to swing a cat.’


‘And where is it, if you don’t mind my asking?’


‘On Magdalene Street.’


‘Ooh. Does that mean you can see the sea?’


‘Yes, from the living-room bay, down the bottom of the road. I think estate agents call it “an oblique sea view”. And I’ve got a tiny roof terrace where you can see the sea and the pier.’


‘How lovely.’ Anna is wistful. She has always fantasized about having her own garret. Fleetingly, she imagines a different life for herself: one where she doesn’t have so many commitments; where there is no mortgage to pay, no Steve, and she is free to pursue her own creativity . . .


Enough of that: she can’t change it, and anyway, she wants to know more about Lou. ‘It must be great for nightlife round there,’ she says, hoping to prompt revelations. Lou lives in the heart of Brighton’s gay district and there are dozens of pubs and clubs at hand where Anna imagines all sorts of exciting things happen.


‘Sometimes a bit too good,’ replies Lou. ‘It can get a bit noisy.’


That’s a bit tame, thinks Anna. She’d wanted tales of wild drug-taking and lesbian threesomes. If her own existence is circumscribed these days, she can at least live vicariously. Then again, if there are interesting aspects to Lou’s life, she is hardly likely to confess all to a stranger in a taxi.


*     *     *


Half an hour into the journey, Lou has decided that Anna seems OK, but is still unsure if they have much in common. Lou is a good judge of character on the whole; years of working as a counsellor have honed an innate skill, so she tends to assess individuals well. She is perhaps less shrewd when it comes to judging women she fancies, when sexual attraction can get in the way. But she has seen many straight women – and men too, come to that – make poor judgements when lust muddies perception, so at least she is not alone.


Anyhow, Anna is clearly straight, and not Lou’s type physically. Nonetheless, she is intrigued. She loves nothing more than delving into people’s psyches; it is the same curiosity that has her watching strangers on the train, mapping out lives for them, piecing together the evidence. And it is also what drives her professionally; she loves getting to the bottom of what makes complex – though often tragically self-destructive – young people tick.


In spite of Anna’s polished exterior, which suggests a more materialistic bent than Lou herself, Lou reckons there might be more to her than her travelling companion’s unruffled presentation suggests. There have been little signals, along the way. She has made no mention of any offspring, and most women would do, given the nature of the conversation they have been having about their respective homes. So Lou reckons she doesn’t have children, which is relatively unusual for a woman of her age. But more interesting is the way Anna hesitated before mentioning her partner; Lou reckons there is a story there. She is quick to pick up when someone is hiding something – not least because in certain situations, she does it herself. Plus there is the way Anna is sensitive to the needs of others, even when she is taking control. They did what Anna wanted ultimately, after all, yet she offered to pay Lou’s share. It hints at a sharp mind and a complex character, and Lou’s curiosity is piqued.


I wonder, she muses, as they pull off the M23 and onto the dual carriageway into the drab outskirts of Coulsdon, whether we’ll ever see each other after today? She’s used to journeying up to London on her own in the morning, using the space to gather her thoughts. Still, it would be nice to have someone to chat to from time to time, when she is in the mood. Maybe, if Anna is on the seven forty-four as often as she says she is, they will see each other on board. That said, it is a long train and always packed with people. Being on it at the same time is no guarantee their paths will cross again.
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Karen is standing in a car park. Exactly how she has got here or how long she has been here, she is not sure. It is only when, fingers trembling, she tries to light a cigarette that she realizes it is raining. The white paper becomes peppered with droplets that expand and turn it soggy. She looks up; grey clouds skid across the sky. She tilts her head right back. Her face is rapidly covered in water. She should be able to feel it, cool and wet on her skin, but she can’t. She opens her mouth to see if she can taste it, but though her mouth fills with raindrops, she can’t. She is shivering, but she can’t sense the cold.


She tries to locate herself. A large sign, white type out of blue, announces:


ROYAL SUSSEX COUNTY HOSPITAL


Seems to make some kind of sense. What is she supposed to do now?


Simon is dead.


Dead.


Even though she repeats the word to herself, even though she has seen him die, right in front of her, it is not real. Even though she has watched as two nurses tried to revive him on a train and some paramedics tried to shock his heart into working – they tried again and again, and in the ambulance too. Even though a doctor confirmed he was dead a few minutes ago and recorded the time of death; it is still not real, not at all.


They let her be with Simon in A&E – there were tubes everywhere. Now they are moving him to the mortuary – to the viewing room, apparently, where they’ve suggested she might like to spend some more time with his body. But she wanted a cigarette, first, so somehow she has ended up out here, bewildered, numb.


‘Numb.’


She repeats this word too, aloud this time. She has a weird recollection. Don’t they say that feeling numb is the first stage of grief?


She supposes she ought to do something about the children. What time is it? Where are they? Ah, yes, of course, today they are with the childminder: Tracy.


Tracy’s number, yes, right – it is on her mobile.


Oh dear, it is raining; so it is, of course. She had best move out of the rain; her phone will get wet.


Karen sees there is a big glass awning at the entrance to the hospital, a few paces away. There are people beneath it, chatting. She joins them. Briefly, now she is under cover, she is conscious she is drenched. Her fringe is sticking to her forehead in rats’ tails and there are rivulets of cold water running down the back of her neck; even her suede pumps are soaked – how horrible.


She gets the phone out of her Liberty-print shopper – the bag she uses to carry paperwork when she has it, and which today also contains the March issue of Good Housekeeping, her purse, lipstick and a comb, a bottle of water and her cigarettes. Her mobile, a basic model with a worn leather case, which her children have covered in ghastly sparkly stickers, has Tracy’s number listed in the address book. She is sure there’s a quicker way to find it – speed dial or something – but can’t remember how it works. So she scrolls down the alphabetic list and is just about to press the green button and dial when she stops.


What on earth is she doing? What is she planning to say? ‘Luke, Molly, Daddy’s dead. Come to the hospital and see the body’? They’re five and three, for God’s sake. They won’t understand. She doesn’t understand.


Jesus. Jesus.


No, what Karen needs is to speak to her friend, her best friend. She will know what to do: she always does. This is one number she knows automatically without having to think. Fingers still shaking, Karen punches in the digits.


*     *     *


Not far from Clapham Junction, the taxi is stuck in traffic. The driver has made excellent time up the M23, wound through the depressing suburban sprawl of Croydon, Norbury and Streatham at an impressive rate despite dozens of sets of lights, but so far it has taken them about twenty minutes to get down St John’s Hill.


Anna is just beginning to feel twinges of impatience, when there is a vibrating against her hip: her phone. Soon it is ringing increasingly loudly from the depths of her snakeskin bag. She rummages around. Damn – where is it? Finally she feels smooth metal and pulls out a neat, clam-shaped device.


Hurriedly she flicks it open, knowing she only has seconds before voicemail clicks in.


‘Hiya!’ she says, happy to see the name that comes up on the screen.


‘Anna?’ checks a voice, thin, plaintive.


‘Yes, it’s me. That you?’


The voice on the other end cracks. ‘Yes.’


It sounds as if there is something the matter. ‘Hey, hey,’ says Anna, adopting a gentler tone and leaning into the mouthpiece to make herself heard. ‘What’s happened?’


‘It’s – it’s – Simon.’ The voice – so familiar to Anna – is strangely small.


‘What about him?’ Anna is confused.


‘He’s—’ There is a pause. A long pause.


‘What?’ Anna is insistent – now she is worried.


‘He’s . . .’ Then everything rushes through Anna’s head at once. She has a terrible premonition: she knows what’s coming next, but it can’t be, no, it can’t – then, finally, dreadfully, confirmation; the word is there, out, in the cab, real. ‘. . . dead.’


‘Oh, my God!’ cries Anna. Thoughts hurtle. What is this – some kind of sick joke?


‘What is it?’ says Lou, immediately grabbing Anna’s knee.


Anna shakes her hand, motioning that quiet is called for. ‘What – when – ?’


‘Just now – this morning – on the train –’


‘What? The seven forty-four to Victoria? No!’


‘Yes.’ The voice is barely audible. ‘How did you know?’


‘But I was on that train!’ exclaims Anna. ‘Christ, I don’t believe it! Oh, oh, Karen—’ Instinctively, she starts to cry; giant tears plop forth before she can stop herself. It is not even sorrow, really; the information hasn’t even sunk in. It is shock. Karen and Simon are her friends. Karen is her best friend. Still, she has to get the facts straight. ‘But what were you doing on that train? You never normally get that train – that’s the one I get.’


‘Yes, I suppose it must be,’ says Karen. ‘I didn’t think.’


‘Shit.’ All at once Anna realizes this is no joke. It makes sense. ‘You had to sign the mortgage papers today, no?’


‘Yes,’ says Karen, scarcely above a whisper. ‘We were going up to London together, to the solicitors, before Simon went on to work. It seemed to make sense to do it like that. And then I had some shopping to do. I was going to Hamleys to get a birthday present for Luke.’


At this point, the taxi driver interrupts. ‘I’m sorry, love,’ he says, his manner less brusque this time. ‘But we’re here.’


‘What?’ Anna looks out of the window; sees a flower stall, a splash of colours and foliage, and up above it, a large red sign:


CLAPHAM JUNCTION


‘Oh, oh, right.’ She gathers up her bag. ‘Hang on a minute, Karen, hang on, just need to pay for this taxi. Stay there, right there – I’ll be with you in a tick.’


‘It’s OK,’ says Lou. ‘You get out – carry on – I’ll get this, don’t worry. You’re all right, we’ll sort it in a sec.’


Anna nods her head, grateful. ‘Thanks.’ She opens the taxi door and somehow manoeuvres herself from the car onto the pavement, still holding her phone open precariously so as not to lose Karen. Lou pays the driver – luckily she seems to have enough cash – and follows her.


‘You still there?’ Anna checks.


‘Yes,’ says Karen.


‘Just a second.’ Despite everything, Anna wants to settle up. She digs deep into her bag for her purse but just as she pulls it out, she drops it.


Lou retrieves it. ‘I can wait,’ she says, handing it back. ‘Please. You just carry on.’


‘Are you sure?’


Lou nods and diplomatically steps to one side so as not to be intrusive.


Anna returns to Karen. ‘Where are you?’


‘At the hospital,’ says Karen.


‘Which hospital? Haywards Heath?’


‘No, Brighton. For some reason they brought us here – I suppose it’s because they have a cardiac ward or something.’


‘Oh, right. So, tell me, what happened, exactly?’ Although she’s heard the story from Lou already, Anna has to hear it again from Karen to make sure the experiences tally and to grasp the fact that it’s real.


‘We were sitting on the train, together, this morning, you know, everything was normal, when – I don’t know – we were chatting, we had a coffee each, and – suddenly – he had a heart attack.’


‘What? Just from nowhere?’


‘Well, the funny thing is, he had been complaining of indigestion on the way to the station. But you know Simon, he’s always getting heartburn, he gets so wound up about stuff, and – well, to be honest, I thought it was nothing. Just nerves, about the new house, signing the papers.’


Anna nods, although there’s no way Karen can see her. ‘So, what—’ Anna hesitates, unsure if she’s being insensitive, but ploughs on anyway. There have never been many barriers between herself and Karen. ‘Did it just come on all of a sudden, or what?’


‘Yeah. He was right beside me. It all happened in minutes . . . He was sick, fell forward, knocked over his coffee. Then nurses came running, tried to resuscitate him, and everyone had to get off the train, then there was an ambulance and we were taken to hospital. They took him to A&E . . . Then I had to talk to the police, and the hospital chaplain – there were so many people. But the doctor said there was nothing anyone could have done.’ Karen’s voice tails off to a whisper again. ‘Apparently he died immediately. Just like that.’


Anna is reeling. She leans against the pillar of the flower stall for support. ‘Er – er . . . Let me think . . . Where did you say you were?’


‘The Royal Sussex.’


‘What, in Kemptown?’


‘Yes.’


‘Oh, right.’


‘The children?’


‘They’re at Tracy’s.’


‘Luke’s not at school?’


‘No, it’s half-term in Brighton this week. We took them both there, so we could go on to London.’


‘I see. When are you supposed to be picking them up?’


‘Oh, um . . . half three.’


That’s good – it gives us a bit of time, Anna thinks, her mind whizzing. ‘You told them?’


‘No.’


‘Tracy?’


‘No, no, not yet. You were the first person I called.’


‘And where’s Simon?’


‘Um . . .’ Karen sounds fazed, as if she doesn’t know what Anna means. ‘He’s here, too. At the hospital. They’re moving him to a special room. I’m to go back in a while. I suppose to A&E. Where are you?’


‘Clapham Junction. The station. I got a taxi—’ Anna thinks about explaining that she has just been sitting next to a woman who witnessed Simon’s death, but then decides not to. Now is not the time, and it is not relevant. ‘Look . . .’ She tries to formulate a plan. ‘I’ll come back. I’ve got a meeting, but someone else can go. It’s not that important, really. I’ll call them. They’ll understand, and if they don’t, well, sod it. So, I dunno . . . wait there. I’ll be—’ She checks her watch. It’s five to ten. ‘I think the trains go at twelve minutes past the hour. As long as they’re still running the other way, I can be back in Brighton by eleven, and get a taxi, be with you as soon as I can.


‘Can you really?’ Karen’s voice cracks again. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’


‘Mind?’Anna is incredulous she should even ask. ‘Of course I don’t mind. Where are you going to wait? Are you going to go home?’


‘I don’t know.’ Karen is obviously in no state to make a decision. ‘Later, yes, but I want to be with Simon now . . .’


‘Of course. I’ll be on the phone again anyway, in a minute. I just want to make sure I get the next train and ring work, so I’m going to go now. OK? I’ll call you again, in a bit.’


‘OK,’ so quietly. ‘Thanks.’


A few seconds later Anna feels a squeeze on her shoulder. It’s Lou. ‘You all right?’


‘Yes, I guess,’ though she’s far from it.


‘Do you want to go for a coffee or something? You’re white as a sheet. I think you ought to sit down.’


‘No. I have to go. That was my friend, Karen. It was her husband on the train. I’ve got to get back and see her. But thanks anyway.’


‘Are you sure? You really look as though you could do with sitting down. There’s a coffee shop right here . . .’


Lou is right: Anna has been gazing at the familiar blue logo whilst on the phone without really seeing it. ‘No.’ She is definite. ‘I need to get the next train, I promised.’


‘I understand.’


Anna smiles, weakly, then recalls, ‘Oh, gosh, I owe you fifty quid, don’t I? Or is it more than that? Did we give him a tip?’ She rummages in her purse. ‘Damn! I’ve only got three twenties.’


‘Two’s plenty. Really. You don’t want to leave yourself short or you won’t be able to get a cab at the other end.’


‘No, no,’ insists Anna. ‘I’m sure I can change one.’


‘Don’t be silly! Forty is fine.’


‘I hate owing money.’


‘All right, then, but tell you what: rather than worrying about that now, here, take this.’ Now it’s Lou’s turn to open her wallet: she takes out a functional-looking white business card headed Hammersmith & Fulham Education Services. ‘Pop it in the post to me at some point. Or better still, give me a call or text me one day when you’re on the train. Well, you know.’


‘Yeah, sure,’ says Anna


‘I work Mondays to Thursdays. Or give me a ring any time. If you just want to talk.’


Lou’s expression is so sympathetic Anna doesn’t know what to say. She mutters ‘Thanks’, but it seems quite inadequate.


‘It’s nothing.’


‘No, well, still, I appreciate it.’


‘Really, don’t give it any thought. And please, when it’s appropriate – if it ever is – tell your friend, I really am very sorry.’


‘Um, yes, sure, I will,’ says Anna.
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Anna is fingering Lou’s card, absently using the edges to clean beneath her nails, when the train halts at a signal just before its final stop. To her left the city sprawls up and over the Downs, row upon row of terraced houses getting smaller into the distance. The sign at the end of the carriage is scrolling in orange dots: The next station is Brighton. Although she is nearly there, she feels completely disoriented, emotions all over the place. She has travelled from Brighton to Wivelsfield to Clapham up the motorway and back, and it’s only eleven. She feels as if she has left pieces of her mind scattered along the way and is no longer herself as a result.


She attempts to reassemble her thoughts into a more coherent stream, so as to help Karen. But how are they ever going to get through this? There’s the issue of Luke and Molly: how does one tell two small children their father has died? It is not just a question of telling them; it is how it will impact on their lives. What will this do to them, losing their father? They are so young; they have so much of their childhood to go. Then there is the rest of Simon’s family – his mother is still alive, for instance, and he has a brother too, Alan. Anna has met him many times, and he and Simon are close. He lives nearby and they play football together, down on the lawns on the seafront, with some other local dads.


And there is Karen herself. She and Simon have been together since Karen’s first job after college. Simon was living with another woman when they met – what a drama that caused. But that was aeons ago; they’ve been together for nearly twenty years. And while they have had a few bleak periods – there was the time when Simon lost his job, for example, and when Luke was very ill just after he was born – these ultimately didn’t threaten them as a couple. In fact, nothing has ever truly rocked their relationship . . . until today.


Anna shivers. She is aware this is just the beginning, the very beginning; and already she feels so much of Karen’s pain that she’s not sure where her own feelings end and Karen’s start. She is sure it hasn’t sunk in fully yet, because she still can’t believe what’s happened, that Simon is really gone. And although she shed a few tears an hour or so ago, it feels too soon to cry.


Maybe he isn’t dead, she allows herself to think, just for a split second. Maybe Karen has gone mad, got it wrong, or someone else has.


Anna shakes her head, suddenly angry. Of course no one’s got it wrong. But couldn’t someone, somewhere, have done more for him? A fifty-one-year-old man doesn’t just keel over: there had to be some signs, surely? Didn’t Simon himself know something was up? What about when he was playing football? Didn’t he feel a twinge, or anything, then? Why didn’t he have a check-up, get himself examined? He was a father, for heaven’s sake, with responsibilities. Failing that, the medical profession should have pre-empted it. Why didn’t his GP warn him? (Though she can’t imagine that Simon would readily go to the doctor; lots of men don’t. Anna’s own partner, Steve, hasn’t been to a doctor in years.) But what about those nurses Karen mentioned, on the train – why couldn’t they do anything? Or the bloody paramedics, or the doctors in Brighton’s precious cardiac ward? Doubtless it was because they were understaffed and unequipped. It was the government’s fault, then, too. Bunch of idiots. Fuck the lot of them.


Then, another thought, less enraging, but more distressing. Anna is sure Karen will blame herself – it would be typical of her to do so. Karen can be a worrier, and always puts other people first. The children, Simon, often Anna too. And of course it’s not her fault, but Anna is sure she will think it is, will believe she has failed Simon.


This leads Anna to touch, for the first time, on her own guilt. Perhaps she is the one who’s failed Simon. Karen not spotting his condition is understandable when she lived with him, and when she looks after so many people. Anna can comprehend how she could easily miss a gradual change in his health. But she, Anna, had the benefit of more objectivity. She should have noticed something. Been less wrapped up in her work and the demands of her own relationship. She had seen Simon pretty much every week, hadn’t she, for God knows how long? She should have noticed that he was breathless, faint or dizzy, or had indigestion more than was normal, or was really pink in the face, or whatever symptoms there are that act as a forewarning to a heart attack, if she had been less self-absorbed.


Oh dear, she thinks, coming back to the present with a jolt. The other passengers have gone ahead of her, and she is alone in her seat. She had better get off the train. The cleaner is making her way down the aisle, using gloved hands to put cups and discarded newspapers into a big clear plastic bag. So Anna pulls on her coat, picks up her handbag from the table and, for the second time that day, makes her way through Brighton station.


*     *     *


Karen is sitting in the cafe opposite the hospital, watching the clock on the wall. Only a few more minutes until Anna arrives. She wants to wait for her, she needs her help, guidance, before going back. Karen has never in her life needed rescuing, not from anything serious; she has always been the one to take care of others. Even when she was a little girl, she was the elder sister or bossy friend taking charge. But today has made up for forty years with one catastrophic event. She seems caught in a nightmare she cannot escape; she wants someone to wake her up, tell her it is all a mistake, it is not happening, she can go home. She feels completely disconnected from the world about her. The room she is sitting in looks unreal, the proportions all wrong for a cafe: it is too big, there is too much space between the tables, the strip fluorescent lights are eerily bright, the counter from which she collected her tea looks oddly one-dimensional, flat. And though she can hear voices – the cafe is sadly empty but still there are people, an elderly couple, for instance, and a woman cooing at her baby nearby – they sound distant, echoing, distorted.


When she was an undergraduate, she dropped acid once, with Anna. She hated the experience; she felt so out of control. This is like that, but worse, because somehow even then, through her fear, she knew she was hallucinating, that it would end; that it was just a trick of the mind. Plus she’d had Anna with her, who was also tripping, but who had done it before and was rather enjoying it. She had helped ground Karen, talk her down.


But here she is alone, and now she has no idea what to do. The person she would normally ask is Simon, so in her head she asks him, yet at the same time a voice in her head – the doctor’s from earlier – reminds her: he is dead. The two thoughts can’t co-exist: it is all very confusing. She can’t believe he has gone. She feels numbness, and suffused through the numbness, stabs of panic, like shards of glass. The panic is horrible, horrible – she feels she can’t control it; the numbness is better. It is the panic she wants to go away.


Perhaps she should make a list. She is good at lists.


She’s got all those legal papers in her bag; that’s good, she can write on the back of one of the sheets of A4. And yes, there’s a pen. She remembers putting it in the front pocket earlier; she’s been caught without a pen before on the train and it has irritated her. Though to feel mere irritation – she can’t imagine that will ever happen again. It was a lifetime ago.


Still, at an utter loss what else to do, she forces herself to draw upon her memories; she can use the experience they had with Simon’s father to help. Five years ago he’d died, also unexpectedly. He had an aneurysm and one day it popped. And if she’d told Simon to get himself checked out afterwards, in case it was heriditary, she had told him a dozen times, but did he? Of course not. Among the shards of glass comes a tidal wave of fury. She almost likes it though; it feels sort of normal. She has been cross with Simon before and she recognizes the sensation – this is the same, just more powerful, and she wants to scream. But in a split second it has gone, and she is back to the shards of glass, the numbness and panic.


When Simon’s dad died, she and Simon helped Simon’s mother to make a list of what to do. Karen puts all her focus into the task, and slowly, automatically, she begins to formulate the words.
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