
[image: Cover: MURDER ON THE CHRISTMAS EXPRESS, by Alexandra Benedict]


Alexandra Benedict

Murder On The Christmas Express

Eighteen Passengers

Seven Stops

One Killer

Christmas Express






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: MURDER ON THE CHRISTMAS EXPRESS, by Alexandra Benedict, UK Adult]







Faster than fairies, faster than witches,

Bridges and houses, hedges and ditches;

And charging along like troops in a battle,

All through the meadows the horses and cattle:

All of the sights of the hill and the plain

Fly as thick as driving rain;

And ever again, in the wink of an eye,

Painted stations whistle by.

Robert Louis Stevenson, From ‘From a Railway Carriage’







To Katherine Armstrong – editor, friend and brilliant quizzer






Anagrams

Anagrams of my favourite stories and poems (plus a song!) involving trains are hidden throughout the book. Can you track them down?


	‘Adlestrop’ – Edward Thomas

	‘Charon’ – Louis MacNeice

	‘From a Railway Carriage’ – Robert Louis Stevenson

	‘Ghost Train’ – George Szirtes

	‘The Marshalling Yard’ – Helen Dunmore

	
Murder on the Orient Express – Agatha Christie

	‘Orient Express’ – Grete Tartler

	‘The Railway Library’ – Robert Crawford

	
The Signalman – Charles Dickens

	
Stamboul Train – Graham Greene

	‘The Stopped Train’ – Jean Sprackland

	
Strangers on a Train – Patricia Highsmith

	
The Trains – Robert Aickman

	Train Song – Tom Waits

	
Violet – S. J. I. Holliday

	‘The Way My Mother Speaks’ – Carol Ann Duffy



There will also be a Christmas Express Pub Quiz at the end of the book.

As a warm-up for the pub quiz, the first person to tweet me (@ak_benedict) the answer to this question will win a hand-picked prize:


	Q – Can you name six of the many Kate Bush songs hidden in the text of Murder on the Christmas Express (not anagrams, just hiding in plain sight, and sometimes not even hiding!)?








Prologue

December 24th

Meg wouldn’t let him see her cry, not this time. She ran out of the club car, aware of the phone cameras turning her way. Her eyes stung as she stumbled down the corridor to their cabin. The train seemed to whisper to her: he doesn’t love you, he doesn’t love you, he never loved you.

Fumbling for the key card, she checked behind her. Grant wasn’t following. Part of her wanted him to. Wanted the fight that felt like love, and the peace that followed when he’d sobered up and begged forgiveness. The rest of her knew what could happen. What had so nearly happened before. And she wasn’t going to die tonight.

Inside their club double, she locked the door and curled into a foetal position on the bed. She held a pillow to her chest and rocked. Her heart felt pulled apart like a Christmas cracker, and all that was left was a scrunched-up joke.

She thought about going to see that woman, Roz – the ex-detective who looked like Kate Bush. Maybe she could help.

Then her phone buzzed.

And again.

She looked at the screen – she’d been tagged in a video and the notifications were stacking up in their hundreds. Both the train and her heart seemed to fly faster. The video had been posted a minute ago. Someone had filmed the whole argument between her and Grant, from the whispered accusations and shouted denials to Meg running out.

She watched the comments appear in real time. As usual, she couldn’t stop herself reading them:


Lindyhop2010: I’m TeamMeg!

Meg4Eva: [image: heart emoji] [image: heart emoji] [image: crying face emoji]

InkedAndPrimped: He’s fit - she should suck it up. I would! [image: winking face emoji]

DinosaurSenior: LEAVE HIM, MEG! Come and sit on my face instead!

TaintedProphets: Don’t trust him, take it from me

Nastasha_Roberts: She’s a basket case. She’s on something. You can always tell.

ICD3adp30pl3: Fake news. All staged. They’re both beards and the rest are crisis actors.



Meg checked Twitter – #megrantlovespat was trending.

She could feel her rosacea flaring to match her humiliation. She knew what Grant would say: ‘Turn it into monbey.’ He was like Rumpelstiltskin – he could spin anything into gold, especially if it made her feel pale and brittle. By tomorrow night, he would have sold the story to one of the weeklies and she’d be on the cover with him, smile never touching her filtered eyes.

Not this time. Not after what he’d whispered to her when she was on that table. People would ask why she hadn’t spoken up before, or left him. Those people were lucky, because they’d never been abused. They didn’t understand that, after being starved of love, you longed for stale breadcrumbs.

It didn’t matter what anyone said, not anymore. She would reclaim her story. Tell the truth. All of it. Everything she had been hiding and saving up in video clips for so long. Now was the time to release them, and herself. And, maybe, she’d speak up for the many people who couldn’t. Start her own hashtag: #Megtoo.

Meg got out her compact and regarded herself in the mirror. Her dark pupils reflected her face back. Kajal and mascara ran down her cheeks, making tracks in her foundation. She got out the latest batch of promo samples she’d been sent to test and repaired the worst smears of make-up, covering the red patches that showed through the foundation. If she was going to ugly-cry on camera, she was going to look pretty doing it.

Ring light on, filter applied, Meg typed into her phone the brands that would flash over the beginning of her live stream on Instagram. She had secrets to spill and today was the day. A Christmas present for her followers and a piece of coal from Krampus for Grant. It wouldn’t hurt her career, either – the clock never stopped on TikTok and this would get back some of the attention she’d lost. She had to stay calm, be authentic while promoting brands. Her mentions would explode and her wavering sponsors would be secured.

She took as deep a breath as her lungs would allow. Picked up a can she was being paid to sell, placed it to her immaculate mouth, then pressed the button marked Live Stream:

Lowering the can, she smacked her lips as if she’d tasted something delicious. ‘Hi everyone. Told you I’d be back later. Things haven’t gone to plan. As you’ve probably already seen, Grant and I have been arguing again. I’d never normally let you see me like this.’ She pointed to her eyes, goth-smudged and swollen. The flurry of people watching was already turning into a blizzard. This was her moment. ‘I’d normally fix myself up and carry on. But not today. Today I’m going to tell you the secrets that lie behind my relationship with Grant.’

This would be enough to hook them for now. Time for more promo. She talked on, about being resilient, just like the make-up that remained on her face despite the tears.

And then when she felt she might be losing her audience: ‘So this is what I have to tell you. I’ve already started, in snippets I’ve got secretly recorded, but now feels the right time to tell the truth. Behind the make-up and photo shoots, the stories in Hello! and other places, lies—’

The train juddered, jerking to one side. Brakes screamed. The bathroom door flew open and slammed against the wall. The carriage tipped slightly, veering. Meg crawled into the corner of the bed, holding tight to her phone. ‘What’s happening?’ she asked it, as if anyone watching would know or could help.

The train screeched to a stop.

The decorations she’d made and put up earlier swung and fell over her. Designer bags shunted around the cabin. Her jewellery box fell from the sink, along with a new eyeshadow palette which scattered pigment in shades of heather and smoke across the floor. The compact mirror slid off the bed, cracking as it hit the wall.

Meg stayed where she was, waiting for the world to settle. Down the corridor, she could hear screams and shouting from nearby cabins.

In a few moments: stillness. She pulled down the window, letting in a blast of air. Looking down the curved track, she couldn’t see what had happened, only the thick, winter dark. Other windows were opening.

‘Well, I bet you weren’t expecting a train crash,’ she said, turning back to the camera on her phone. ‘And neither was I, though my life has been one for a long time. But Grant will be here soon, so I need to tell you. I need to speak.’ She took a deep breath and looked directly at the camera, knowing her eyes would be wide, her pupils huge. ‘He was amazing at first. The ultimate romantic. My therapist called it love-bombing. But soon he—’

Meg stopped. The door was opening. A foot was in the door. Grant’s. She felt relieved at first, saying, ‘Grant, oh it’s—’ Then he walked in, closed the door. He had that look on his face. ‘Please, don’t—’ But the words turned to coal dust in her throat. His hands reached for Meg’s neck.

She stepped back, fumbling her phone and turning off the recording by mistake. She dropped it on the floor and his heel smashed down on the screen. She raised her hands to her face. She didn’t need to be psychic to know. This was the night she died.






One

December 23rd

It was the night before the night before Christmas. Not one car was stirring on Regent Street, the traffic jam hadn’t budged in ten minutes. The taxi meter still moved, though, racking up pounds and minutes.

‘What time’s your train?’ the taxi driver said, turning down the radio and craning round.

‘Nine-fifteen,’ Roz replied, eyes fixed on the clock. It was ten to nine.

The driver tutted. ‘With this traffic? It’ll take a Christmas miracle to get to Euston in time. You’ll have to catch the next one.’

‘It’s the sleeper,’ Roz said. ‘The last before Christmas. I have to get up to Scotland. My daughter’s gone into labour, six weeks early.’

The driver’s eyes flicked to the photo on his dashboard of two small toddlers. A look of pain crashed across his face. She felt the urge to ask him about it, then put the thought aside. Not her circus, not her monkeys. She had her own mess of a life to clear up.

‘I’d go another way,’ he said, ‘but everywhere’s chocka. Accident on Charing Cross Road. Knock-on effect all the way up to Regent Street. Are there no trains other than overnighters?’

‘All sold out,’ Roz said, holding up her phone. ‘I checked.’

She lowered the window, hoping that the outside would distract her from the worries inside her head. Cold air burst in like a first footer who had been waiting on the doorstop. Shoppers bustled past, muffled in scarves and hats. The London night sky had the lilac promise of oncoming snow. It reminded her of her daughter Heather’s hair. Roz should be with Heather right now, holding her hand, bringing her snacks, filling up the birthing pool, whatever else she could do. She should’ve anticipated premature labour, but then she should’ve done many things in her life and hadn’t. She’d promised at the start of Heather’s pregnancy that she’d take early retirement from the Met and move back to Scotland a few months before the birth. The plan had been for Roz to help shore up the house ready for the storm of a new baby. But then Roz had chosen to tie up one last case before leaving and now Heather had gone into premature labour. So, Roz wasn’t there for her daughter. Again.

She checked her phone. No new WhatsApp messages from Heather, or her fiancée Ellie. And the app for the sleeper train still showed it leaving on time.

The driver turned the radio back up. ‘December Will Be Magic Again’ was playing. Kate Bush’s voice soared and fell, as brittle and strong as snow. Roz used to love the song, but December hadn’t been magic for a very long time.

Above her, the famous Regent Street angels spread their lit wings. They reminded her of Hannibal Lecter flaying a police officer in The Silence of the Lambs then hanging him on the cage, a flensed angel. Probably not the festive associations they were going for. In the absence of celestial beings, she’d have to get to the station on her own.

‘I’ll jump out here,’ she said, grabbing her bags. ‘What do I owe you?’

The taxi driver stopped the clock. ‘Twenty-four pounds sixty,’ he said. He shrugged an apology.

Tapping her credit card on the machine, Roz added a tip and prayed to the Mastercard god that it would go through. A moment that felt like forever, then the receipt chugged out.

‘Thanks,’ Roz shouted as she heaved her bags out of the taxi.

‘Hope you all make it,’ the driver called out. He glanced again at the picture of his children and made the sign of the cross on his chest.






Two

Rucksack clumping against her back, squat suitcase at her side like a rolling Passepartout, Roz headed up the street to Oxford Circus Underground station. Euston was only two stops away on the Victoria Line, then a quick walk across to the overground. Even so, it was going to be tight. She’d decided to take a taxi to avoid dragging her luggage around London and onto the Tube but here she was, walking up Regent Street at its busiest. It was like being in a computer game, but instead of dodging zombies, she was trying to avoid shoppers such as the man coming towards her, holding wrapping-paper rolls like a Jedi forgetting he was wielding lightsabers. Her suitcase squeaked as if sharing her anxiety.

She checked her watch as she stood on the escalator at Oxford Circus. Ten minutes till the sleeper left. A busker sang ‘Driving Home for Christmas’, and she thought of seeing her new granddaughter’s face. And what Heather’s face would do if Roz missed the train.

On the platform, Roz dragged her suitcase through the crowd and onto the Tube. She stood by the doors, breathing in as they tried to close. The carriage smelled of sweat and coffee and clashing perfumes. The woman crammed next to her looked up at Roz. They shared the traditional Tube-commuter grimace that acknowledged the enforced intimacy.

Roz’s arms were pinned to her sides so she couldn’t look at her watch, but still she felt time running away from her. Claustrophobia closed in. She took a breath, trying to fend off a flashback. Too late. She was thrown back into the memories, as if the rape was happening now, not over thirty years ago. Of him on top of her as she begged him to stop. The smell of his Marlboro breath as he spat on her face.

‘Are you okay?’ the woman next to Roz said. She was eyeing the emergency cord. If she pulled it, Roz would never catch the train.

‘I’m fine,’ Roz said, trying to hide her panic. She should’ve left even earlier. If all had gone to plan, she would’ve been at the station an hour before departure. She should’ve foreseen an accident, or anything that could keep her away from her daughter. She was good enough at that herself.

Please let it be delayed, she thought, praying to god-knows-what. Let it be late. Let there be snow on the tracks, a leaf on a window, whatever. The darkest part of her even thought of a passenger on the line. But she didn’t wish for that.

When the Tube train stopped at Euston, Roz squeezed out onto the platform, dodging commuters and shoppers. The escalator would take too long so, holding tight to her suitcase, arm muscles screaming, she puffed her way up the stairs. As she entered Euston, she looked at the clock on the board.

21:18.

Her heart was a lift about to plummet but she held the doors. All wasn’t lost, not yet. She scanned the information board, trying to catch her breath:

21:15 Fort William. DELAYED.

Relief surged. She looked around the station. A baubled tree reached for the ceiling. Carol singers ding-donged merrily in the centre of the concourse. Queues of people clutching selection packs and paperbacks stretched out of shops. A man with reindeer antlers on his head waddled along pulling suitcases strained to bursting. All the emotional shades of Christmas were there, from people meeting loved ones off trains to the woman on her own, red parka hood up, trying to stopper sobs.

Roz felt the urge to go over to her, offer a hug, a tissue, a chunk of the whisky tablet – a sweet that was like fudge but Scottish, drier and better – she’d made that morning. Then she reminded herself of Heather’s frosted words: ‘Don’t you think it’s time you looked after your family instead of everyone else, Mum?’

Turning away from the weeping woman, Roz instead went over to the information desk. She needed to know when the sleeper would be leaving. Last thing she wanted was to settle in for the wait, fall asleep and miss it.

An elderly man at front of the queue was trembling. The bunch of roses and eucalyptus in his hand shook with him. ‘Aren’t you supposed to put on coaches if the train is cancelled?’

The woman behind the desk must’ve been no more than thirty but her face was already lined, as if every customer complaint had etched its mark. ‘If alternative travel has been found, sir, then it will be on the board.’

‘What am I supposed to do?’ he said. ‘I have to get up to Manchester. My family is expecting me.’

‘I’m so sorry, sir,’ the woman said. ‘Snow is causing safety issues on the line.’

‘But other trains are running.’

‘Judgements have to be made. Some lines will have more issues than others. Age of the tracks, the trains running, weather in certain places.’

‘But it’s Christmas,’ he said, in a small, high voice. Roz suddenly saw him as a young boy, learning for the first time that life wasn’t fair.

The railway tracks across the woman’s forehead doubled as she frowned. ‘I wish there was something I could do,’ she said, and Roz believed her. ‘You’ll have to talk to someone at our head office. It arranges transit on occasions like this.’

The man nodded slowly and walked away, now looking much older.

Roz hoped it would be a long time before her incoming granddaughter knew the injustices of the world. She checked her phone. A new WhatsApp had arrived from Heather:


HEATHER: Still in early labour. Already scoffed all the flapjacks Ellie made. She’s making more in between my contractions. Wish I had some of your tablet. You on your way?



Roz thought about how to reply. Should she say that she had tablet in her bag ready to hand over the minute she arrived? Or maybe that she remembered the early stages of labour with Heather, how scared she’d been. How alone. How she tried not to access those memories at all, and how Roz’s heart hurt for her daughter then and now. Or maybe she should say sorry and all the other words that had been kept in their tin and never opened. What was the emoji was for that?

This wasn’t the time, though, and WhatsApp not the place. Instead, she tapped:


ROZ: Train delayed so I’m still at Euston. Eat all the flapjacks! Be with you soon as. Love you, Mum x



Roz should’ve sent tablet up to Heather weeks ago. She had no idea why she hadn’t. At work, her brain had been great at seeing how things came about. She could connect the carriages from what seemed to be an otherwise baffling and scattered train of events. But her own life? No chance. She didn’t even have the excuse that tablet needed to be made fresh. Her tablet lasted at least a couple of months. She had tried to leave it longer once, to test whether it could last a year, but within a fortnight she had nibbled it to nothing.

‘Excuse me, madam?’ The woman behind the desk – Natalia, according to her wonky name tag – was talking to Roz. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Have you got any more information on the sleeper to Fort William?’ Roz asked. ‘It says “delayed” but not when it’s expected.’ The word ‘expected’ reminded her of Heather and her labour. And of Roz’s own labour. She shunted away the memories. She couldn’t think about it. Not now.

Natalia tapped into the computer. A look of relief smoothed her face. ‘You’re in luck. That’s the only leg of the sleeper running. Usually the train splits at Edinburgh to go to different parts of the Highlands but today the other routes are considered too dangerous.’

‘Lucky for me, then.’

‘And it looks like it’ll be here within an hour or so.’ The crinkles of concern returned. ‘You’re not getting off at one of the smaller stops, are you? Due to the delays, some of the little stations will be missed out.’

‘I’m going all the way to Fort William.’

‘Then you’re golden,’ Natalia replied. ‘You’ll be home for Christmas.’ Her smile was catching, spilling from her face to Roz’s.

Natalia’s smile deepened then faded as she looked past Roz and saw the frown on the next customer’s face. Roz thanked her again then left, hoping that Natalia’s Christmas improved from here.

As Roz crossed the concourse, she passed a pissed city twat in a floppy Santa hat. He wolf-whistled at a young woman dressed as an elf. Her face flushed and her shoulders slumped.

Roz knew his sort, as did so many. That feeling of being reduced. It had happened to her so many times, and worse. She’d joined the police to try and stop it happening to others. And she’d failed; her last case showed that more than anything.

She gave the young man her best inspector’s stare.

‘Fuck off, Grandma,’ he said, his face twisting into a snarl.

‘I’m about to become a grandma, little boy, and proud of it. What would yours say if she saw you now?’

He paled. Looked down at the scuffed floor.

‘Thought so.’

He gave one last sneer then, as he shuffled off, the elf turned to Roz and glared. ‘I can look after myself, you know.’ Then she walked away, tiny bells on her hat and shoes tinkling.

And that was exactly why Roz needed to leave the Met and this circus city. Let the monkeys look after themselves.






Three

A cappuccino cooled in the killer’s hand. And the killer’s hand shook. They knew that wasn’t good enough, that they’d have to pull themselves together. The murder had to happen. The victim mustn’t be allowed to live.

They watched people rush across the concourse, all wanting to get home. Many seemed worried about the delays and cancellations, or maybe about a fraught family Christmas that would meet them at the end of the train line. The killer wished that was all they had to worry about.

The killer tried to calm themselves by going through the plan. They had been on the Fort William sleeper three times recently – they knew the train, the terrain and the stops like the premature lines on their face. The killer had never left anything to chance in their lives, not since they’d met the victim, anyway, but there were too many variables to control. Too many people on the train. But it would still be the easiest way to get near the victim. They would be alone at times, vulnerable. And stuck on a train overnight with their killer.

Knowing that didn’t help, though. This would be the first time they’d killed anything other than the swarm of fruit flies that beset their bananas last summer. Now the killer felt like they had fruit flies in their stomach. Did all assassins feel like this? What if the killer got scared? What if, when it came to it, they couldn’t commit murder?

But that was all it took. Commitment. And the killer had no problem with that. Not commitment to a cause, at least. They hadn’t been able to fully commit to a person since, well… That was the reason they were here, after all.

When they’d arrived at the station and saw the train had been delayed, they’d almost turned around and gone home. Imagined Christmas without death on their hands, only on their plate. But then they’d seen the victim. Checking their likes on social media, looking at themselves in shop windows. The smile on their face that the killer knew was as fake as their tan and the insert lashes that fell out on their pillow. The killer had no choice but to kill.

They walked to the Whistlestop to stock up on snacks. On long train journeys, it paid to be prepared in case no food arrived. Once, the killer had had to subsist on a satsuma and a squat tube of Pringles from London to Edinburgh. Today, they bought a cheese and pickle sandwich, some nuts and, their favourite, a Twirl. They wouldn’t be thinking of calories today. It was nearly Christmas after all, and there was murder to commit. They also bought a book, too, from WHSmith, then headed for the first class lounge to wait for the train. They would fit in and smile.

A young couple walked by, swinging their held hands. They laughed and talked about the party they were off to. Christmas for them would probably be full of light and love and cinnamon kisses. The murderer-to-be was sure that they, along with the law, the police, judges and juries, the soaps and tabloids, would say it was wrong to kill at Christmas. But then they didn’t know the victim’s secrets. Not yet. When they did, they’d be sure to cheer the killer, and wish them a very merry Christmas.






Four

The first-class waiting lounge was bigger than Roz expected but still almost full. Spotting an armchair free near the back, she wove her way round the funky-shaped chairs and tables. Many of the voices she heard were Scottish, making her feel homesick in a way she hadn’t been for years. She had long got used to being in London, where the East-End-meets-Essex accent was as ubiquitous as weed smoke. Here, though, with the accents in different tartans, she already felt at home.

Reaching the chair, she put down her luggage then explored the lounge. There were showers and changing rooms, tables of ‘free’ crisps, biscuits, fruit and pastries, machines dispensing tea and fancy coffee. So, this was how the other half travelled. She loved trains but had never been first class before. Everyone at the police station knew she’d always wanted to go in a sleeping carriage and had bought her this ticket as part of her leaving present. Bucket list item well and truly ticked.

After helping herself to a coffee and muffin, she settled down, making sure she had a clear view of one of the departures screens. She took out her phone – her message had been seen but not replied to. She wondered whether Heather was having another contraction. Ellie would be there, giving Heather back rubs and having her hand squeezed till its bones groaned. Roz should be there too.

Roz got out her Mirror Cube from her bag to distract herself. She closed her eyes and just held it. The 3D puzzle was made up of different-sized pieces, each covered with looking-glass vinyl. She had twice been Inverness’s Rubik’s-cube ‘Young Champion’ in the late 1980s, and had never lost the urge to put everything right. As she started twisting, the voices outside and inside her head faded. The only noise she heard was the small click of shifting pieces as they found their place. All she thought about was how each reflective element related to the whole. She felt as smooth and calm as a mirror, her mind blank and unoccupied.

‘Can’t you leave it, Meg, just for one moment?’ A voice cut through Roz’s clicking. The man was a few seats away, talking to a gorgeous, glamorous-looking young woman applying mulled-wine-red lipstick that matched her nails. She was in her mid-twenties or so, and had the sharp cheek, wrist and collar bones of someone who picked at their food. Her face, though, was contoured to suggest even deeper shadows.

The man was the kind of handsome that didn’t interest Roz. Gym-honed, tall-boned, tanned skin as smooth as paté. Her eyes slid off him as if he were greased. Designer bags surrounded the couple. ‘We’re supposed to be going on holiday together, not with the whole world,’ he said. His legs, in sausage-skin-tight trousers, seemed to be going for a world record in manspreading.

‘Keep your voice down, please,’ Meg whispered, glancing round to see who was looking. Roz bent her head to peer in her bag and pulled out a little cellophane twist of her homemade whisky tablet. She slowly unwrapped it – this way she looked busy. People never thought you were listening if you weren’t looking at them directly. Roz had long ago perfected the art of watching and listening without appearing to, training herself to notice the tiniest things before people even spotted her. And as she was getting older, people noticed her less and less. She was being erased by age.

Another, younger, woman – in her early twenties Roz judged, although many girls looked older than they were – and her teenage brother weren’t even trying to disguise their interest in Meg. They were sitting at the table next to the coffee machine, staring at her, mouths open.

Meg froze when she saw them, then smiled and waved. The young woman’s hands went to her chest and she nodded slowly, as if she had been blessed by their attention. Meg then dabbed concealer onto the deep shadows under her eyes and put on a huge pair of sunglasses. She held her phone out on a stick-like contraption that fixed it in place, microphone clipped on. The phone itself was surrounded by a ring light that gave it a halo.

Meg smiled again, at the camera this time, and it was as if her presence was amplified. ‘Hi everyone,’ she said. ‘Just thought I’d let you know – the train is delayed so you’re going to have to wait for our train sleepover a little bit longer. Hang in there, put on comfy jammies, get your favourite festive drink and snacks, and we’ll be seeing in Christmas Eve together in no time.’ She sang the last three words, her voice soaring, while making the peace sign, head on one side.

The young woman next to the coffee machine sang along, out loud. She was also holding up a phone, probably filming the whole thing.

Roz popped the tablet in her mouth then quickly googled: Meg, ‘in no time’. She crunched through the grainy tablet and, as the spiced sweetness dissolved on her tongue, she read through the first page of results. Most were stills of Meg Forth winning a TV singing contest, holding a trophy, surrounded by glitter falling like snow, but there were also videos on YouTube and TikTok. Looked like she’d won the contest by singing ‘In No Time,’ a soaring pop ballad about loss of love and youth that Roz remembered hearing on the radio. The song had stayed at number one for weeks, then Meg had released an album which briefly hit the top of the charts before disappearing.

Meg had resurfaced a year later as a beauty and travel ‘influencer’ and tabloid sidebar regular: Meg Forth flaunts her curves and shows off her new man, reality TV star Grant McVey. Grant, it seemed from Roz’s swift Googling, had won Britain’s Best Boyfriend, a short-lived TV show in which he and nine other men had tried to woo a bamboozled woman called Freya. Grant had won the hearts of the voting public, and later broke Freya’s. He’d since been on a number of reality shows, and met Meg on one of them. They’d split up a few times since due to, reading between the headlines, Grant’s drunken nights and wandering eye. On the covers of magazines, Grant was always looking at Meg with adoration. Now, in the first-class lounge of Euston, he glowered at her, his fingers drumming on the table.

‘I promise, no more till we’re on the way.’ She reached out and held his knee. Meg’s tone was low, reassuring. The kind Roz used when trying to appease people who she knew would escalate a situation. ‘This is a break for us too. I just need to check in with followers regularly to show off my sponsors. But my priority is you.’ She then leaned forwards and whispered something to Grant that Roz couldn’t hear.

He nodded slowly, but his jaw clenched in anger. Reaching into his inside jacket pocket he took out a huge brown vape stick in the shape of a cigar and a bottle of vape juice. He carefully refilled his e-cigar, then inhaled slowly. The vape stick hissed and crackled like a death rattle. Grant huffed a stream of vapour into Meg’s face.

Meg laughed slightly but turned her head away. The look that crossed her face looked very much like fear. She opened her handbag, took out a pair of sharp scissors with winged handles and some white paper. She started cutting, curving the blades carefully. It was one of those paper doll chains, like Heather used to make. As Meg moved the paper round, Roz glimpsed a purple bruise on the inside of her upper arm. The kind of bruise Roz had seen in many cases of domestic violence.

But she shouldn’t leap to that conclusion. And none of that was her business. Roz leaned back in her chair and tried to switch off the curiosity that had very nearly got her killed several times in her twenty-five year police career. The coffee was good, even if she’d let it go too cold. And the muffin had that solid, nubbly top that came off in one like a chocolate-chipped thatched roof. Roz never knew why the term ‘muffin top’ was used as a term of disparagement. Same with ‘bingo wings’. As far as she was concerned, they were positive: if you had a muffin top it meant you had eaten well; and if you had bingo wings it meant you’d won at bingo. And both of those things meant you’d lived.

‘Bet you can’t beat me.’

‘How much?’

Raised voices snagged her attention. Four kids, university students by the look of their striped scarves, were sitting round a table, holding cards in their hands. Roz couldn’t see which game they were playing.

‘I bought this for my parents’ neighbours,’ one said, pulling out a cylinder of Talisker from her rucksack and waving it with a magician’s flourish in front of the other young woman’s face. ‘You win, and it’s yours. You could give your aunt more than that mug you painted.’ She smirked.

The young woman sitting next to her lowered her head. She had brightly coloured hair, two plaits running like rainbow train tracks down to her shoulders. She looked older than the others, and yet younger, too.

‘Leave her alone, Beck,’ said the young man opposite. Tattoos of ivy crept from underneath his dark blue sleeves.

‘You can shut up, Blake.’ Beck rolled her eyes.

‘What is it with you?’ the androgynous goth sitting next to Blake said. ‘Can’t you find a way to not be unkind?’ That, plus their blue-black hair, made Roz think of ravens, and also back to her teenage years of kohl and funereal lace. It was a look she loved and could return to now she had retired.

‘Sam, Sam, like most of life, you just don’t get it. I’m helping her. Aren’t I, Ayana?’ Beck said to the other girl. Ayana barely nodded. ‘How else is she going to get on the team? And of all of us, she’s the one with the most incentive to win the prize money.’

‘I need it too,’ Sam said. ‘If we won, I could do a Master’s.’

‘Sure, but think of poor Ayana. I don’t think her mum and dad’s market stall can stretch to dinner at an Italian restaurant, let alone MA tuition fees. And it’s not like she’s going to get funding or a sugar daddy to pay for her.’

Ayana’s head lowered.

They must be trying to get on Geek Street, Roz thought. It was an addictive quiz show that was a mixture of University Challenge, Love Island and Big Brother. Teams from different universities lived in a studio made to look like a hall of residence, boning up on subjects and boning each other before competing at the end of each week. The public loved watching the nerds socialise, fall in love and, best of all, fight – the Mail called it ‘Swots in a Box’. Teams were whittled down until the eventual winners were given scholarships for research degrees. It was hard to get on the university teams, the students must be competing for the last places. It was not her choice of how to spend Christmas but each to their own.

‘I think,’ Sam said, staring with some fascination at Beck, ‘that you might be the most horrible person I’ve ever met.’

‘Good job I’m clever, then. Gives you all a chance to coast on my brilliance.’

‘Wow,’ was all Sam said in reply.

‘Of course,’ Beck continued. ‘That means the three of you will be fighting it out for the remaining two spaces on my team. I should have left you all to it, instead of agreeing to come on this stupid trip. Still, as we’re here, we might as well practice. I’ll throw in a box of chocolates and the necklace I’m giving my mum.’

Ayana blinked several times, took a deep breath. ‘And if I lose?’

‘To be honest, I don’t think you’ve got anything I want. But let’s say your handbag.’

Ayana pulled her handbag closer. It was made of red leather that had been worn to a mix of cracks and smoothness. She wrapped its faded straps around her wrist. ‘It was Mum’s,’ she said.

Beck blinked and tipped her head on one side. ‘But you think you’ll win, don’t you? So, it doesn’t matter. Or perhaps you don’t think you should get on the team after all? Perhaps you should just nominate yourself as the substitute and we can get this over with?’

‘I can do it,’ Ayana said, so quietly that Roz hardly heard it. Roz wondered what kind of card game this could be. Not Snap, that was for sure.

‘I can’t watch,’ Sam said, and stood up, tall as a goth poppy. They willowed over to the toilets.

Beck shuffled her cards, picked up the first one, frowned, then turned over the next. Roz didn’t like the way she smiled. ‘Ayana Okoro,’ Beck said, in the low and showy voice of an eighties quiz show host. ‘You must name a capital city for every letter of the alphabet.’

A quiz. Roz loved a quiz. She’d been on the station pub-quiz team for years, and was known as one of the best and most competitive quizzers, until the third gin of the evening kicked in and she started giggling, finding everything a hoot. She stored up facts and images in the same way that she hoarded toiletries from hotel rooms.

‘Ask her something else,’ the tattooed boy said. His voice had urgency inked into it.

‘Shut up, Blake,’ Beck snapped. ‘You’ve got sixty seconds, Ayana. Your time starts…’ She took a small sand timer from her bag and turned it over. ‘Now!’

‘Ankara,’ Ayana said, her eyes closing as she concentrated. ‘Beijing, Caracas, Damascus, Edinburgh…’

As cities passed from Ayana’s lips at high speed, a baby wearing a reindeer onesie crawled into view, heading towards Roz. Their little antlers wobbled as they pulled themselves up on Roz’s table leg.

‘Hello,’ Roz said. The baby gave a two-toothed grin and let go of the table. Roz reached out an arm, grabbing the little one as they almost fell. The weight of the baby made her heart feel swaddled.

‘Thank you,’ a man in his thirties-or-so whispered, running up to her and scooping up the baby. ‘This is Buddy. He’s developed a turbo crawl.’

‘Hello, Buddy,’ Roz said.

Buddy grinned again as he was tucked into the sling across Phil’s chest.

‘How old is he?’ Roz asked.

‘Seven months.’ His voice stayed quiet, even though the baby was clearly awake. ‘Somehow, we have to keep him, our toddler, Robert, a student and a teen out of trouble all the way to the Highlands.’ He gestured towards the tables where his eldest children sat. The teenage boy was wearing a Metallica T-shirt, bless him, and the young woman a striped dress. She was still staring at Meg in awe. Behind them, an older woman wrangled a wriggling Robert into a jumper.

‘Your two seem enthralled by the celebs.’

Phil glanced quickly over to Meg and froze. He was staring straight at her, but not with the same adoration as his children. With something that looked like fear. ‘You know what young people are like.’

‘You’re on the sleeper, too, then?’

He looked away from Meg and half-smiled. ‘Yes, up to Fort William, though I reckon it’s called the sleeper just to spite us.’ The deep shadows under his eyes suggested he hadn’t kipped in a long time.

‘Anyway, I’m Phil, and my wife is Sally.’

‘Phil!’ Sally called over, ‘Some help needed here.’ Antagonism, or maybe just extreme tiredness, simmered in her voice.

Phil gave an apologetic smile to Roz, then hurried over to where his toddler was now throwing packets of sugar over the floor.

‘Ulaanbaatar,’ Ayana continued, ‘Vaduz, Warsaw…’ She stopped, her lips moving as if trying to close around a capital beginning with ‘X’. Roz started to search for one, then realized that’s what Blake had been worried about. There wasn’t one.

Sam returned and stood, hovering, between the tables.

‘Time’s nearly up,’ Beck said, her face settling into that smirk again. Roz’s mind clicked through ways to remove it.

Then the pieces settled, reflecting the answer.

‘She’s already finished,’ Roz said.

Beck turned to look at her, face contorted into the prettiest of snarls. ‘What?’

Roz smiled back. ‘You meant the Scottish Gaelic alphabet, right? Which doesn’t have an X, Y or Z.’ Five years of Gaelic lessons from her aunt and a fascination with languages had been good for more than road signs and impressing dates. The women she’d dated, though, had been generally more impressed than the men.

‘Which means she has completed the task in time!’ Sam clapped their hands.

Blake smiled, so did Ayana. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘That’s cheating,’ Beck said.

‘And how is it fair that you meant, but didn’t say, the Gaelic alphabet? You knew we’d be assuming it was modern English.’ Blake folded his arms.

‘Then you shouldn’t presume anything. Ayana wouldn’t get help like that in the TV studio. We are supposed to be operating under—’

‘Who said she didn’t know already?’ Blake replied. ‘Give her the stuff.’

Emotions stormed across Beck’s face. Her chin jutted as she handed Ayana the whisky and a box of posh chocolates. She was reaching for her suitcase, presumably to get the necklace, when Ayana said, ‘Not the jewellery. You should give it to your mum.’ Her voice cracked and Roz could hear the unsaid under the skin. She knew Ayana wouldn’t be able to give anything to her mum again, just like Roz couldn’t to hers.

‘How generous of you,’ Beck said, but she was staring at Roz. Roz held her gaze until Beck glanced away, then got up for another coffee.

As Roz approached the table of food and drinks, stepping through a maze of suitcases, she saw the same woman who’d been crying on the concourse. She was younger than Roz by at least ten years and was stuffing complimentary biscuits, crisps and fruit into her rucksack like it was a canvas stocking. Her thin fingers trembled. Realising Roz was watching, she jumped. A guilty Santa in a red parka. She didn’t return Roz’s conspiratorial smile.

‘Don’t worry,’ Roz said, picking up several packets of shortbread and then, after holding them up, placing them in her pocket. ‘You’re not doing anything wrong. I should know, I’m a—’ She stopped. Tried again. ‘I was a police officer.’

The woman’s eyebrows showed her surprise, although Roz wasn’t sure if it was the legality of her actions or that Roz had been on the force. She then gave Roz a half smile and went to get a cup of tea.

The nearby door of the first-class lounge opened. A man in his sixties, with hair the colour of city-greyed snow, helped a very elderly woman walk slowly through. She looked as frail as paper chains.

‘We don’t have tickets to let us in the lounge,’ he said to the woman behind the desk who checked everyone’s tickets as they entered. ‘But our train’s delayed and Mum needs somewhere warm and comfy.’

‘I told you not to make a fuss, Tony,’ the elderly woman said. Her voice was strong and deep. ‘It’s only an hour or so.’

‘You’re in pain, Mum.’ Tony’s face contorted, looking in as much distress as his mother.

‘Never let someone know how much discomfort you’re in, Tony,’ his mum said. Roz wondered what she had been through to have to say that. Not that she disagreed. In Roz’s experience, showing vulnerabilities only led to people exploiting them.

‘I’m afraid we can’t make exceptions,’ the ticket checker said. She fiddled with her fingers, clearly uncomfortable.

Tony placed his hands in the prayer position. ‘I was hoping that as it’s Christmas…’ He left the sentence hanging, hoping it would be filled with a gift.

‘Nothing I can do.’

Tony turned to go and Roz saw he was wearing a cat carrier on his back. Through the sheer mesh, a huge tortoiseshell cat blinked at Roz.

Roz walked up to the desk. ‘I’m happy to give up my place for…’ She left a space for the older woman to say her name.

‘Mary. And before you say it, I’m not looking for a room for the night. Just a wee sit down in the warm. But Mousetache here,’ she pointed to the cat, ‘is really used to better treatment.’

The ticket checker looked from Roz to Mary to Mousetache. Roz could see she was relenting. From the sound of his purring, Mousetache thought so too. In her peripheral vision, Roz saw Grant by the buffet table, listening to their conversation. Maybe he wasn’t so bad – maybe he’d give up his place too so Tony could stay here with his mum.

Grant came over. ‘You should’ve bought a proper ticket if you want to come in here,’ he said. ‘Your mum can’t be feeling that rough if you haven’t put her in first class. Or you don’t love her. One of the two.’

‘That’s not how it works,’ Roz said. She could feel her anger rising. ‘Not everyone can afford it.’

‘Then they can’t have it.’ His hands were on his hips. Muscles strained against his designer shirt. ‘We work hard for these tickets. It makes a mockery of us if you get it for free. It’s stealing.’

‘No one is thieving anything,’ Mary said to him, eyes spiked like holly leaves. ‘This young lady has graciously given me her seat. And you, boy, should learn some manners.’

Grant seemed to grow taller. His shoulders shifted in their shirt. He took out his vape cigar and took a drag.

‘You can’t vape in here, sir,’ the ticket checker said, nervously.

Grant exhaled vapour that smelled of sweet Christmas spices. ‘My mistake,’ he said, with a grin people sometimes described as wicked when they meant charming. Roz knew, though, that he was in no way charming. ‘Won’t happen again.’

Meg hurried over and placed her hand on Grant’s flexed bicep. ‘Come and help me get things from the buffet, would you, love? Don’t think I can do much with these nails.’ She waggled her slender fingers with their dark red acrylic extensions. Seeing as she had been operating a camera phone and making paper decorations earlier with no problem whatsoever, Roz reckoned this was a well-practiced distraction.

Grant rolled his eyes but followed Meg over to the table. She started picking up random packets and placing them in his hands. He looked down at them then, loud enough for everyone to hear, said: ‘Are you trying to kill me?’

Meg looked up, startled.

Grant dropped several packets of crisps and held up a small bag of peanuts. ‘You know I can’t eat these. And if they’re for you, then we need separate rooms. No, fuck that, a different train.’

‘Do you mind keeping it down?’ Beck shouted across the lounge. ‘We’re doing something actually important over here.’

Grant didn’t even turn to look at Beck, just said ‘Mind your own fucking business, bitch,’ and stared at Meg.

‘I didn’t mean,’ Meg said, ‘I didn’t know they were there. I would never…’

Grant then threw the bag of peanuts, hard, in Meg’s face. Meg backed away, her hand going to her temple. Grant advanced towards her.

Roz marched over, standing between Meg and Grant. ‘I suggest you stop there, unless you want to be charged with common assault or even battery.’

Grant’s laugh was full of derision. ‘Come on, it’s nothing. What’s it got to do with you anyway? And why are all you women giving me grief?’

‘I used to be in the police,’ Roz said. ‘I know the law.’ She also knew that the law and the people who enforced it were inadequate. It was partly why she’d had to resign. Too many victims not getting justice.

Another passenger strode over. ‘How about you go back to your seat, mate and stop throwing things at people.’ The man was a Skinny Malinky in his early fifties, taller than Grant and shabbily handsome. Standing next to Grant and Meg, he stood out like a run-down old house in a row of new builds. He seemed oddly familiar and Roz felt a strong pull towards him.

Grant eyeballed the man in silence. Then walked away, shaking his head.

Of course he listened when a man spoke up. That was how those sort of men operated.

Tony pointed at the announcement board over the reception desk. ‘Our train’s arrived.’

Roz checked – the sleeper was here. People in the room also stood and started to gather their luggage. Looked like many of them were off to the Highlands tonight. Including the shabbily handsome man.
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