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            The 8.13 from Vauxhall

          

        

      

    

    
      When you listen to some people talk about falling in love, they’ll describe a lightning strike, a bolt from the blue, heart palpitations – something dramatic, not to mention downright painful. Others talk about it differently. Take my friend, Justin, for example. He likes to tell anyone who will listen that when he met Beth, his girlfriend, he knew right from the start that she was the one. He says he saw her across a crowded pub, and he knew, right at that moment, right away. He describes feeling a sense of calm settling over him, as if everything suddenly made sense, like he was finally coming home. Unfortunately, Beth didn’t see it that way, and as far as I can recall, it took quite some persuading for her to go out on a date with him. But she did, and the rest is history – and anyway, it’s probably best not to take Justin’s word on everything because he would also have you believe that the only way to get around London is to use public transport, and if he’d been standing next to me right now on this crowded commuter train, I could have told him he was wrong. Rush-hour traffic was a nightmare, surge-pricing an offence, but I’d happily take both just to avoid the crush of a morning commute.

      My mind was filled with all sorts of uncharitable thoughts when I first saw her, it was the book she was reading that I spotted first – the bright colours of the cover catching my eye and making my conscience twinge with guilt about how long it had been since I’d last picked up a book. And then she put the book down and I forgot all about my guilty conscience and almost everything else in that noisy crowded train carriage, because all I could now focus on was her. The way her long dark hair fell past her shoulders, her long, slender fingers tapping the cover of the book in her lap, the faint blush high on her cheekbones, the way she bit her bottom lip. I was hooked – right there, right then. No need for thunderbolts, no sign of lightning, just a girl on the train reading her book. And then the train lurched, and her gaze shot up and met my own. And then, yes, then, lightning struck.
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      Sophie Hart

      ‘You know what we should do, right?’ Anna squinted at me as she poured us both another shot of tequila that we really had no business drinking.

      ‘Stop drinking?’ I replied, my lack of conviction obvious.

      ‘Spoilsport.’ She pouted, glugging some extra just to spite me. ‘We should set each other some New Year intentions.’

      ‘Do you mean resolutions?’

      ‘No, I mean intentions, they’re totally different.’

      I held my hands up in surrender to Anna’s superior knowledge on these matters. It was Boxing Day and I tried to point out that by any normal standard, we should still have been enjoying Christmas. But as always with Anna, she had one eye on the horizon, looking ahead to the next big thing. Anna’s world was forever expanding, whereas sometimes I felt I was drifting in ever decreasing circles. Anna and I met at university, where fate had put her in the room next door, and I had been grateful for that ever since. I’d arrived hopeful of putting my awkward school years behind me, where everyone apart from my friend Lucie had avoided me, as if they could smell my desperation for friendship a mile off and found the aroma off-putting. University hadn’t started well. I’d kissed a boy in the student bar that first night and he’d proceeded to tell everyone I kissed like a frog. For that, Anna had punched him in the shoulder, and we had been asked to leave. I still remembered it with an equal mix of delight and mortification and that night Anna had earned my undying respect and love. I googled him recently and discovered he’d done time for fraud. So yes, his stock had definitely plummeted since freshers’ week, but whether my kissing skills had improved was still up for debate.

      After university and a few going-nowhere jobs, Anna had taken a gap year to teach English in Japan. It was the kind of gap year that stretched over several and I had just about given up hope of ever seeing her again when she arrived back in London with a shady story of why she was back and no fixed plans other than to shake up my world. That was three months ago, and I thought I’d got off lightly until now, when she was force-feeding me tequila and yapping about intentions. I took the shot glass she was holding out to me, glugged it back, inhaled sharply and asked her what she had in mind.

      ‘I think you’re in a rut.’

      ‘Thanks.’ I took the second shot and downed it as fast as the first, realising I was probably going to need it for the conversation coming my way.

      ‘And I think that’s the reason I’m back.’

      I gave her a look, because so far Anna had avoided every question I’d asked regarding exactly why she was back. It didn’t stop me from asking, again…

      ‘Yeah, about that…’ I gave her what I hoped was a sternly curious look.

      ‘I’ve told you,’ she began defensively, pitching herself up on her elbows. ‘I was happily getting on with my life when I suddenly had a feeling you needed me. And so I came. And I was right.’ She gestured at me in a circling motion.

      ‘You just gestured at all of me.’ I narrowed my eyes.

      ‘Yes? And your point is? Come off it, Sophie, you are in a rut. Working in a job that was never what you wanted? Living in a cupboard that you pay far too much rent for? Zero hobbies. And let’s not get started on your love life.’

      ‘Let’s not,’ I agreed.

      Anna rolled onto her back and clutched a cushion to her stomach. ‘Be honest, Soph. Is this really where you thought you’d be in your thirties?’

      ‘Yes?’ It was obvious I had no faith in my own answer. ‘Anna, can’t we just drink the tequila and not discuss intentions right now? My head’s spinning.’

      ‘’Fraid not Soph. Look upon me as your mother. My job is to gently guide you towards a better version of yourself.’

      I sighed. ‘My mother would never try.’

      ‘Exactly,’ Anna said with triumph. ‘Which is why I have to step in.’

      ‘And when do I get to return the favour?’

      ‘Erm?’ Anna studied her newly painted nails. ‘Never? I have a mother who is suitably judgemental. You, however, do not. Hence’—She pointed at herself—‘Me.’

      I rolled my eyes and thought about arguing, but when Anna asked rather pointedly when I’d last heard from my mum – and added that I didn’t get to count the text message she’d sent the previous day to wish me a Happy Christmas – I gave up. My flaky mother was one of the many things that Anna knew only too well about me, and there was no point in trying to argue. And despite Anna’s intrusive nature, I would take spending Christmas with her over lying to my mother and telling her I had to work, which was what I’d done every Christmas since I’d left university. I’d got pretty good at spending the holidays alone, quite enjoyed it, in fact. But this year had been different, because Anna was back.

      Three months ago, my phone had rung with an unknown number and with nothing better to do and a crazy fuck-it-all attitude, I’d answered.

      ‘Sophie Sophie Sophie Sophie Sophie!’ I’d stared at my phone in disbelief.

      ‘Anna?’

      ‘Who else would it be?’

      ‘Erm, literally anyone? Where are you?’

      The question was valid. It had been years since I’d seen her in person and her communication style could be described as detached, at best.

      ‘London, ’course.’

      ‘’Course? What do you mean ’course?’

      ‘Oh…’ There was a pause. ‘Did I not tell you I was coming back?’

      ‘No, you didn’t. The last time we spoke, you FaceTimed from a karaoke bar, singing out-of-tune Taylor Swift songs, completely forgetting the time difference. You were shitfaced at eleven p.m., and I was sitting at my desk trying to be pretend there wasn’t a tone-deaf gremlin on the phone.’

      ‘Right. Well, I’m back, bitch!’

      I grinned. Things were always messier when Anna was around, nothing stayed the same, but I also knew that things got infinitely better, too. Which was confirmed one hour and thirty-five minutes later, when Anna turned up at mine telling me she’d woken up with a sudden calling to come and see me, and in short succession, quit her job, got herself back to London with a sweet gig cat-and-flat-sitting for Auntie Janet, who was spending the British winter topping up her tan in the Algarve. After dropping her bags off and reading the complicated cat-care instructions, the first thing Anna had done was call me, the second thing was come straight round. And she’d spent the last three months dodging any questions about exactly why she’d left Tokyo and what she planned to do next.

      Christmas with Anna had been anything but lonely. I’d escaped my glorified cupboard and spent two whole days at Auntie Janet’s. We’d gone to the pub on Christmas Eve, woken late on Christmas day, eaten nothing but M&S party food and now here we were, lethargically pouring shots of tequila and occasionally relocating cats. As I attempted to move the subject on, one came up to me and batted me with its paw, expecting me to move so it could sit where I was.

      ‘Which one is this?’ I said picking it up and offering it to Anna.

      She squinted. ‘Mittens, maybe? I forget. I have to check the laminated chart if I ever need to be sure. Anyway. Stop trying to distract me with this glorious floofball.’

      She took (maybe) Mittens from me and deftly swatted away my attempt at distraction. ‘So, new year, new you. Best time to get out there and seize life.’

      I huffed in response. I liked to pretend I was an optimist, because everyone preferred the people with sunny façades. But if you caught me with my guard down, the grass over there was always greener, my glass was half empty and rose-tinted spectacles would conjure up the image of my dear friend Lucie. My dear, dead friend Lucie; the reason I’d been playing it safe and coasting for the last ten years. Anna was right, I was in a rut. I’d been in a grief-filled rut ever since my last year of university when Lucie had died. Everything after had seemed too hard, so at every turning point since, I’d gone for the safe option, keeping my world as small and as controlled as possible. And with a job and a flat that were only ever meant to be stopgaps, this is what my world now looked like. This summer, it would be ten years since Lucie had died, and it never felt more obvious that Anna was right.

      ‘I’ve got an idea for you.’ She fixed me with her big brown eyes and continued, taking my silence as permission. ‘Do you remember when we first met, and you always had your nose in a book?’

      I nodded.

      ‘That changed. And we both know why.’ She paused. ‘I’m not going to make you talk about it, but I think you might be happier if you went back, back to the books, I mean. You loved reading, but you don’t do it anymore.’ I opened my mouth to defend myself, but Anna continued, ‘Be honest, Sophie, when was the last time you read a book?’

      I felt my stomach hollow. Anna knew about Lucie. She knew about as much as anyone could know about someone they’d never met. She was right. When we’d first met, I did always have my nose in a book. Usually, it was a book Lucie had read and recommended. But Anna also knew about Lucie because she knew how it ended. It had been Anna’s room I’d run to after I got the phone call. It was Anna who had put me on the train for the funeral, offering to go with me, and then sitting up with me when I got back because I didn’t want to stay, and I couldn’t bear my mother seeing me like that. And Anna knew exactly what Lucie’s death had done to my reading habit. She’d seen it when I stopped reading almost entirely because all I could stomach in my grief were the dry scientific textbooks I needed to study for the degree I was trying to finish.

      ‘Sophie,’ she said softly.

      ‘Anna,’ I replied, trying not to let my throat close up.

      ‘It’s time.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘Ask me what I’m reading.’

      I can hear her voice saying it even now. They were the first words she ever spoke to me. I’d stumbled across her, reading in the stacks in Middlebury Library one Saturday morning when we were both eight. She’d ask me it every time she started a new book, and I would humour her at first, intrigued by this tiny, strange girl who didn’t have to go to school, or not very often. Looking back, I’m sure Mrs Stapleton, the librarian, knew exactly what she was doing when she sent me off looking for a book, straight into the path of Lucie. Mrs Stapleton was kinder than anyone gave her credit for – what else would explain the way she tolerated the fact that my mother left me at the library every single Saturday, and that she let me check out far more books than my junior library card allowed? She gave me Lucie, for as long as anyone could keep her, and I could hardly blame Mrs Stapleton for the heartache that came with the territory.

      ‘Ask me what I’m reading.’ Over the years, this became Lucie’s refrain. When the novelty ran out and before my brain was adult enough to know what was coming, I would get irritated by it. ‘I don’t know, Luce, why can’t you just tell me if it’s any good?’ Lucie was more than my book reviewer, although she was the best you could ever hope for. She was a lifeline in the cruel world of childhood, when my mother was too busy to notice me much and the other kids at school were too aware of my own shortcomings to want to be friends. Whenever my mum forgot to pack me a snack, and whenever the other kids took it the one time she remembered, Lucie would be there at the end of the day, taking me away from school days, filling my world with the stories she had read when she was too sick to live her life for herself.

      ‘Ask me what I’m reading.’ When I left for university and it was obvious Lucie never would, I would FaceTime her each week and she would tell me what I should or shouldn’t add to my TBR pile. Because Lucie could be a hard judge, and not that many books would pass the test. Which was good for me at the time because I was too busy at parties, too busy making new friends, too busy living my life to read much at all.

      ‘Ask me what I’m reading,’ was almost certainly the way she started our last ever conversation, because it was the way she had started almost every single one we’d ever had. I knew she was sick right from the start, why else would an eight-year-old be allowed to skip school so much? I knew she was sick because Mrs Stapleton told me she was and said she thought that Lucie and I could be good for each other. And we were, even when I didn’t realise that her sickness wasn’t something she would ever recover from. That realisation came later, when the gaps between hospital visits became even shorter, when the amount Lucie could read became even less. Her parents, who had been more like parents to me than my own mother ever had, thought they were being kind when they didn’t call me to come home for one final visit. Lucie died when she was twenty and I was twenty-one; in those few weeks of the year when I was one ahead of her, something I’d teased her about every year until I couldn’t anymore. I was in my final year of university, and I didn’t get to say a proper goodbye. The doctors said it was a miracle that she had lived that long. But the real miracle, I thought, was what that tiny, strange girl opened my eyes to over the years, and what I lost when she left me.

      ‘Ask me what I’m reading.’ Even though I would still wake and hear her saying those words to me, I could no longer reply. When Lucie died, I didn’t care what anyone was reading anymore. My love for books was so tied up in my love for her that it would be a long time before I could open a new book, inhale that smell and not start sobbing.

      But Anna was right, it was time…
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      Max Whitaker

      A new start. That’s what I told myself I needed. It was New Year, and that’s what people did, right? Time to turn over a new leaf – new year, new Max. And just as soon as I could clear up the remnants of the New Year’s Eve party I hadn’t intended to throw, I could start on my loftier goals. No more living like a teenager with a trust fund, I said, as I strode around my flat stuffing bin bags full of rubbish. No more parties, accidental or otherwise, because I’d never once woken up the morning after feeling good about myself. I was thirty-four years old and the sooner I started, the sooner I could actually start acting my age. I wasn’t a teenager with a trust fund, I was a grown man with one, and I’d been behaving just as you’d imagine someone like me would behave for far too long.

      It wasn’t as if I didn’t have responsibilities. I ran the family business, even though I hated doing it and did it under (very well compensated) sufferance. But even those responsibilities I delegated as much as possible, to the extent that I really understood very little of what went on and I preferred to keep it that way. Well, no more. Thirty-four-year-old Max was going to change. I was finally going to start taking an interest, maybe take on some more responsibilities at the company, although I didn’t want to get too far ahead of myself. But I was going to try. For too long I’d been drifting, finding it easier to accept the money and not ask too many questions. I lived in a luxury flat I’d never had to pay for, and I was surrounded by friends I’d accumulated over the years who were blatantly more interested in my credit card than in me. Sometimes I wondered how many of them would actually stick around if I stopped accepting my family income and went back to living on a salary alone. I’d done it before, and most other people seemed to get by just fine without all the baggage that came with my situation. But the friends… I wasn’t so sure any of them would stick around. Which might end up being for the best…

      My alarm had gone off at seven-thirty on the 2nd of January, and I’d been so tempted to roll over, ignore it, give myself another hour of sleep and then take a cab. But my stupid words of yesterday – a new year, a new start – went round in my head as I tried to hit snooze and annoyingly, for once in my life, I felt too guilty to ignore my inner critic.

      I had to admit, it was nice to shower, make a coffee and actually notice the way the weak January sunlight filtered through the windows of my flat. Walking over, I stood with my coffee and watched a tugboat go slowly past on the river, letting myself enjoy it for a moment. I had so many conflicting feelings around this place that I never allowed myself to enjoy it or to make it feel like a home. I hadn’t wanted this flat when I’d been given it. I was happy in a one-bed place in Zone 5, that I’d paid for myself, with my teacher’s salary. I’d loved being a teacher, I’d never been so stressed in my entire life and every day terrified me. But it was worth it. The time that I’d walked into my Year Seven class and found them all sat with their books open waiting for the lesson – after six months, during which they’d consistently climbed out of the windows to escape – was still the proudest moment of my life. And I’d given it all up for this. I turned a slow circle and looked at the room behind me, as bare and soulless as the day I moved in. One wall was floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and yet it sat almost empty, except for one pathetic shelf of books I’d brought with me from my old flat. At the time, I thought I would add to it, but all these years later I still hadn’t. No prizes for guessing what this showed about my feelings towards this place. Sighing into my coffee, a noise from my bedroom shook me from my navel-gazing. Although I hadn’t gone out last night, I hadn’t quite managed to resist a sleepover. Wincing at the invitations I issued yesterday, I pasted on a smile and walked back into my bedroom; I might have been regretting my bad choices but that didn’t mean she needed to think she was one of them.

      She was Annabelle, an almost-six-foot-tall blonde model currently entwined in my bedsheets and in the spirit of trying to be more honest with myself, I admit that when I walked back into my bedroom, the first thought I had was to ditch the coffee, take the suit off and climb back into bed. But this was a new year, a new start, a whole new Max. I needed to do better, to be better, and that meant treating people better, too.

      ‘Morning, Annabelle.’

      One ice-blue eye peeled itself open, and two slender arms stretched out of the sheets, tangling in the blonde hair that I knew I’d be finding in my sheets for days if I didn’t change them later.

      ‘What time is it?’

      I glanced at the eye-wateringly expensive sunrise alarm clock I’d bought the last time I’d had delusions of a new start. ‘Five to eight.’

      Annabelle turned to look at me, both eyes now open. ‘So what the hell are you doing out of bed?’

      Here’s the thing with me and Annabelle. We’d known each other a long time, our social groups overlap, but if we chose not to see each other again, it would be easy enough to do. But we never made that choice. It was always too easy for us to fall back into the habit if there was no one else around. I liked Annabelle, she was smart; smart enough to realise there was no point getting ideas about a relationship with someone like me. I knew I was a placeholder for her while she waited for someone with more moral fibre. And that was okay. I understood, my reserves of that fibre were almost entirely depleted. But that was about to change. The new Max would come with a whole host of improvements – moral fibre, especially.

      ‘Are you okay to let yourself out, I need to get going?’

      That was the other thing with Annabelle, I actually trusted her. She’d been letting herself out of my apartment pretty much since I got the keys.

      ‘Sure.’ She turned and immediately fell back asleep. I felt vaguely emotional as I walked out of the room. If I really was going to make a new start, I would never see Annabelle in quite the same way again.
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      Sophie

      The best thing about going back into the office on the 2nd of January was the fact that not many other people actually did. There was something magical about being one of the only people stood on the station platform, something even more special about getting a seat without having to be aggressive; only a seasoned commuter would understand that level of satisfaction. And as the train got busier and busier as we made our way into Waterloo, I felt even more smug about the fact I had a seat and could enjoy my new book in relative peace.

      After Anna’s suggestion on Boxing Day, I had inevitably cried because I was thinking about Lucie. And Anna had hugged me and apologised and we’d had the sort of snotty, messy crying fit that you could only carry off with someone you truly trusted. The next day, I’d gone home and looked out the list that Lucie had sent me of fifty books she thought I must read before I graduated, and I’d cried some more, because in the ten years since, I hadn’t even scratched the surface. I could just imagine Lucie’s judgemental eyebrow if she could see me now. Lucie had never had time for procrastination, she had too little time really to do anything. I knew she’d have told me that it was no good sitting around crying about something that I could get up off my butt and fix. And so, with Lucie’s voice ringing in my ears, I walked down the high street to the little bookshop that I’d known was there from the day I moved into my cupboard but that I’d refused to engage with for reasons related to my friend/book trauma.

      Stepping into High Road Books, I was immediately sad I hadn’t done this sooner. The outside world felt muffled by warmth and the smell of new books, it was like stepping into a safe space, and if I’d been a stronger person I wouldn’t have needed Anna’s propulsion, I’d have done this ages ago. I was taken back to a time when books were my security blanket, their scent alone enough to release endorphins that I didn’t even know existed at the time. For a moment, I stood in the doorway and took in my surroundings, and then I closed my eyes and found myself back in the stacks at Middlebury Library, Mrs Stapleton a few rows away checking out books, and right in front of me, on the floor, surrounded by piles of books, Lucie.

      ‘Are you looking for anything in particular today?’

      I opened my eyes to find myself being studied by a short, round man, who, given his question, I presumed worked here. I quickly blinked back the tears that had been threatening to form.

      ‘Erm…’ I hesitated. ‘A book?’

      And because this was a safe space and possibly because it was frowned upon to laugh in the face of your customers, he smiled kindly and led me further into his bookish sanctuary. He introduced himself as Kenneth and listened patiently while I explained, in pathetically faltering terms, that I wanted to get back into reading and that I had a list of books I needed to read but that I wasn’t sure where to start. Kenneth cocked his head when I mentioned the list and then asked me what I wanted to read, and I really wasn’t sure how to answer that because it wasn’t a question I’d ever asked myself. I’d barely read in a decade and before that I read what Lucie told me to read, and now I had her list, but I wasn’t sure what to do beyond that. I didn’t tell Kenneth any of this but I ummed and ahhed and he gently asked me lots of questions about books I’d loved as a kid (mainly ones about dragons and fantasy lands), ones I’d hated studying at school (Dickens. Who actually enjoyed Dickens?) and then he asked me whether there was anything I’d studied at school that I did enjoy and that’s when I remembered reading Atonement when I was about fifteen or sixteen. I think it was the summer after I’d finished my exams and I had an English teacher at the time who had the crazy idea that finding books that we might want to read, could spark actually doing so. I remember her suggesting Atonement and then giving me a copy of the book. I don’t know where that copy came from, I was a self-absorbed teenager, and now, thinking about it, I worry that she gave me her personal copy and I went ahead and lost it (after reading it), because I’ve no idea where it is now.

      I told Kenneth this and he looked at me with keen interest and asked what it was that had stuck with me about it, and then he thought for a while before asking if I’d ever read Zadie Smith. And instead of recoiling in horror when I said I hadn’t, he disappeared off and came back with a copy of White Teeth, an adorable little sausage dog in tow. I completely ignored the book and went straight for the dog.

      ‘Who is this?’ I crouched down and the little dog came up and immediately sniffed my knees.

      ‘This is Vonnegut.’ I looked up at Kenneth in surprise.

      ‘Yes, I know. Awful, isn’t it? My ex-boyfriend, a pretentious literary snob who saddled me with the debt of running this place, named him. And after we split up, I didn’t think it was fair to take out my heartbreak on the little guy by renaming him, so we stuck with it. But he answers to all sorts and especially to the rustling of food wrappers.’

      Vonnegut reacted as if he had just heard those food wrappers, wagging his tail and woofing at me softly. He was totally adorable, and if anyone was going to get me back into reading, I had a feeling I was looking into his puppy-dog eyes.

      I could have left High Road Books with a stack of books, but I decided I needed to be both kind to my credit card and also realistic. Even walking into a bookshop had been a big step for me. Kenneth had shown me several editions of White Teeth, and while I knew that the paperback was the sensible option for commuting, it was the signed, special-edition hardback that made my heart sing. And that was what I was reading as the 7:53 from Mortlake pulled away from the station.

      Max

      I could pretend it was the book that caught my eye and get away with it. It was definitely the first thing I noticed – followed by a pang of guilt that I hadn’t read a book in forever. But it wasn’t the book that kept me looking. It was the long dark hair that she’d swept back from her face and over one shoulder, the soft brown eyes that I caught a glimpse of when she looked up to check which station we were passing through, and the way she militantly stood her ground against the manspreader sitting beside her.

      I swayed as the train pulled out of Vauxhall. My heart was already pounding; I’d just made it, running up the steps as the train pulled onto the platform, but it wasn’t that that was making my heart pound. My heart was pounding because I hated trains, hated the confined nature of them. It didn’t matter if it was busy or not, the fact I couldn’t escape until we pulled into a station made my palms sweat. But I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and reminded myself it was only a short journey. Vauxhall was not top of the list of places I wanted to live, not even close, but the flat came to me and I didn’t have the willpower to resist. Also, let’s be honest, it was extremely convenient to someone like me, who’d been avoiding public transport for years. But no more. The new Max was embracing the commute and yes, the thought of getting on the tube made me want to vomit, but this was progress, I was on a train and Justin, my best friend, would be so proud.

      My eyes were drawn back to her, and this time I studied the book she was reading. I recognised the author’s name; I was sure I had one of her books in my pitiful collection. Mentally, I ran my eyes over my bookshelves, which didn’t take long as there wasn’t much there for my mind’s eye to recall. Yet another pang of guilt hit me – it was only the second day of January and guilt was fast becoming my emotion of the year. I used to read; I loved it. It was something that helped me to escape school when I was a kid and to escape my dad during the holidays. Neither were my happy place. At school I was sad and lonely and I missed my mom. So I used to read and reread all of the books we’d read together when I was little, which got me mercilessly bullied for being a baby. I thought I’d found the perfect solution in a cupboard that the cleaners used to store their mops and buckets in, with just enough room for a prepubescent boy to squeeze himself into, and just enough light through the crack under the door to read by. It didn’t stay safe for long and I never went back there after they locked me in.

      I shuddered. Thinking about that was not helping my anxiety about being on a train. I squeezed my eyes shut, reminded myself to breathe and then opened them when I remembered the book I’d been thinking of – The Fraud. The girl on the train was reading a book by the same author. I’d never got round to reading it – the irony of the title not being lost on me. Rebecca, my ex, had given it to me – practically thrown it at me – the final Christmas we’d spent together. We were already fighting by that point and not long after, she broke up with me, telling me to get myself to therapy as I was not the guy she had once known. She had a point.

      I didn’t often let myself think about Rebecca because I still felt awful about the way things ended and how I’d treated her. Something that had started out with that classic promise of ‘we met at university’ had ended in anger and disappointment from her, and studied indifference from me. I’d let things get bad between us, not facing up to the person I was becoming, and she’d finally ended it around the time I moved into the new flat, having moved out of the one we’d shared. I’d told myself it was for the best, and I was still convinced it was – for Rebecca. She didn’t deserve to get dragged into the mess I was making of my life. She deserved someone better. But it wasn’t the best for me, I had been living a pathetic half-life ever since, drowning out my feelings with alcohol and meaningless relationships. That copy of The Fraud was her parting gift, and you couldn’t have found one with a more apt title. So yeah, she did have a point, and while I took her advice and went to therapy, I stopped when the therapist wondered aloud whether my behaviour might have something to do with all the abandonment issues from my childhood that I needed to work through. Working through them had seemed like a reach at the time. But it was a new year, and my guilt was at an all-time high, so maybe the time to get to work was now.

      I watched as the girl slipped her glasses over those warm brown eyes. She glanced up at me, fixing me with a look that felt electrically charged. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t ever caught a girl’s eye before, but recently I was used to being looked at a certain way when I put my credit card down, and this was nothing like that. The way she looked at me felt totally different, as if she saw straight through me. I should have felt uncomfortable, but I was hooked. I couldn’t look away, and for what seemed like forever we stared straight at each other, her mouth parted as if she was about to say something, before the manspreader beside her encroached on her personal space for the last time and she determinedly shoved his legs out of her space. This time, I properly grinned. I needed to speak to this girl.

      When the train pulled into Waterloo, I got off and waited by the doors, hoping I might be able to stop her as she got off. I didn’t have a plan, I rarely did. But I knew I could think of something to get her talking, my charm hadn’t failed me yet. I waited, streams of commuters passing me by, but no sign of her. Finally, I turned and realised she’d bypassed me entirely and got off at the next door along. Despite the crowds, I could see her dark glossy hair, now capped off with bright blue headphones. Cursing to myself and not caring how many people I annoyed, I pushed through, determined to catch up with her. Just after the barriers, I finally did, and … she turned and looked me up and down, barely breaking her stride. Then she frowned, clutched her book tighter to her chest and walked off, leaving me standing there and staring as she went. I hadn’t spoken one word to her, yet the way she’d looked at me told me she was not impressed. I ran my hand through my hair and laughed in surprise, gaining me strange looks from other commuters. I hadn’t felt this desperate to talk to a girl in ages. I couldn’t remember the last time. Definitely not Annabelle – we didn’t do so much talking – probably not anyone at all since Rebecca. I watched her walk away, leaving me with just the image of her clutching that book to her chest, wondering what to do next. And then it came to me, a flash of inspiration in the morning rush at Waterloo station – two birds, one stone. I ought to be reading. New Max was definitely someone who read. And who better to inspire me than this girl I wanted to talk to? Perhaps if she saw me reading one morning, she might give me the time of day.

      Sophie

      The thing about commuting, is that you always see the same people every day. It can get tedious. And also sometimes awkward. I went through a traumatic six months when every single morning I’d see a boy I’d once drunkenly kissed, and every single morning he would stare straight through me as if he’d never seen me before. And I couldn’t work out whether this was better or worse than being accused of kissing like a frog.

      Any commuter can tell you what a weird space it can be. No eye contact, absolute anonymity and yet you’re rammed up against each other in the most up-close-and-personal interaction that some of us have had in ages. I knew far too much about the messy divorce of the woman in the dark suit; knew for a fact that the guy in the adidas top did not shower enough; was oddly invested in the ongoing domestic drama of the young girl who always wore dungarees. And yet, after the train pulled into Waterloo, I knew nothing more about them at all.

      ‘I don’t know how you bear it,’ Anna had said, panting heavily beside me and then stopping and telling me that this sucked, as if January wasn’t torturous enough and it had been my idea to try HYROX one lunchtime.

      I stopped, too, hands on my knees fighting the urge to vomit.

      ‘Are we talking about this, or commuting?’ I hissed through clenched teeth.

      ‘Commuting. I’m only looking at jobs that don’t require a commute. This, however…’ She paused to dry heave. ‘Think I’ll come back next week.’

      I told Anna she was crazy and then tried to ask how the job search was going, but the fact that neither of us could breathe properly meant I didn’t get an answer. I was still no wiser as to why she’d left Japan so abruptly and what she planned to do next. Hopefully, something that took advantage of her natural ability to steal the limelight; Anna was so bright, so personable, people just liked her. They liked her positivity, her ability to laugh at herself (and others) and sometimes I wished I could be a little more like her.

      Taking myself back to the safety of my desk, I comforted my aching limbs with the fact that here, no one could make me lunge, burpee or sled-push. And even if my train was packed, it was a whole lot less stressful than being forced to run. I’d told Anna she could stick her trendy workout and I’d find something to do that was a lot less sweaty. And Anna had cackled and made a smutty joke about my non-existent sex life, which would have been fine, had we not been standing in the crowded foyer of the gym.

      The morning my commute got a whole lot more interesting, I’d carefully cracked open my new book, resisting the urge to stick my nose in it and inhale. I was less worried about the judgement of doing this in public, because honestly some of these people had no shame, and more worried about the impact on my nerves. The last time I’d deliberately inhaled a new book it had taken me back to Lucie’s funeral and the promises I’d made to her parents to stay in touch. I hadn’t. I mean, at first, I had. A Christmas card and a postcard every so often. An email to tell them I’d moved house. But every time they replied, I had the awful sensation that to them I would always be the girl who’d survived, the person that Lucie might have been had fate not had another plan for her. So after a while, I’d stopped, and then after a time their messages had stopped, too. I’d left them behind in their grief, while not dealing with mine. Mine was lodged somewhere near my heart, where over the years it would rear its head and randomly remind me, when I was watching a schmaltzy coming-of-age film, of the time Lucie and I had spent an entire weekend making up a new language to prevent the adults in our lives discovering our secrets. Or I’d cry in the hairdressers because I got reminded of the time I tried to cut my hair so I matched Lucie when all of hers fell out. I still had the photo her mum had taken of us, and thinking about it now on the train, I had a sudden sensation that I might start crying, which even by the low standards of commuters was possibly a step too far. So I looked away from my book and inhaled deeply and that’s when I saw him.

      The other thing about commuting is that when you do see a new face it can take you by surprise. Because there you are trying to carve out your own space, when the man sat next to you can’t keep his legs to himself, and you’re trying not to cry because for the first time in forever, you’re starting a new book and then you look up and there’s this guy. I knew I hadn’t seen him before, believe me, I would have remembered. No one that handsome just got on a train without the entire carriage noticing. He was tall with dark blond hair cropped not quite close enough that you couldn’t see the natural curl in it. A suit that looked like it was tailor-made for him, and the width of shoulders perfect to fill it. He held himself like the world was there merely to serve him. I knew the type. Entitled and altogether too hot for his own good. But that didn’t stop me admiring the view for as long as was acceptable on the 7:53 from Mortlake. And then he looked over at me and my stomach dipped and a strange shiver that started around the top of my head, shimmied right down my body and ended up resting somewhere that was not appropriate for the morning commute. Horribly flustered, I put my glasses back on and turned the page, pretending that his presence, his look, did not affect me in the slightest. But I couldn’t read, and it had nothing to do with Lucie this time, and every time I snuck a look, he seemed to be studying me.

      I was halfway down the platform at Waterloo, headphones on when I became aware someone was walking next to me, not just someone – but him – Mr Too Good-Looking to be a good idea. I turned to look at him, wanting to stop and stare but knowing that most of the train behind me would crash into me if I did and all of us would topple like dominos, which – not that I cared what this guy thought about me – was not something I needed him to witness. Instead, I allowed myself a quick fit check and came away perfectly satisfied that I had read him right the first time – he was hot, no denying that, but he looked like he knew it, too. But despite my misgivings regarding men who were too good-looking to be good news, my traitorous heart gave a flutter, and I clutched my book tighter to my chest to remind it that we were not in the market to be swayed by excellent cheekbones.

      Max

      In hindsight, my choice of reading material was perhaps a little obvious. I’d picked my copy of The Fraud off my shelf and toyed with it, thinking about Rebecca, thinking about the way I’d let her down and the way I’d been letting myself down ever since. The new Max would do better, he’d be better, he’d stop drinking (as much), he’d stay in (a bit more) and he’d start reading (because it was good for him and not just to catch the eye of the girl on the train.)

      However, the new Max was having issues with both consistency and perseverance and despite my New Year resolve, I just kept missing that train. Not even the thought of seeing the girl on the train again seemed able to stop me staying out too late, drinking just a little too much and waking up too hungover to contemplate the commute. But tomorrow was Friday, and before I drowned in my own self-loathing, I’d set my alarm, picked out my favourite shirt and put the book by my keys before I turned out my light. No late nights, no sleepovers, no cabs. Tomorrow I would start again.

      Despite my best intentions, I was still cutting it fine, the train was pulling in as I ran up the steps at Vauxhall; late, again. If I’d missed the train, it would have totally defeated the point – not that I was trying to make a point, of course, I was trying to make better life choices, and if that came with catching her eye, then I’d be happy to enjoy that as a side order. I crouched, peering in to check she was in the same carriage as before, my stomach dipping when I saw that she was – obviously a creature of habit, although hopefully with better habits than mine. I pushed my way onto the train, away from the door to get more space, and yes, to get closer to her. She had a book out, I couldn’t see the title, but I could tell it wasn’t the same one as before. I felt a spark of irritation and then reminded myself I only had myself to blame. It was stupid to expect her to be reading the same book she was that first day, and if I’d got my arse out of bed and caught this train sooner, then perhaps she might have been. But she wasn’t, and I just had to hope that she would make the connection. But what if she’d hated White Teeth and judged me for reading a book by the same author? What if she didn’t move and I couldn’t tell what this new book was, so I couldn’t make an amusingly connected choice with my next read? What if she didn’t even look up? I stopped myself before my brain exploded. Was this what I was doing, really? Was I going to copy her reading habits just to get her to notice me? It was ridiculous, I could just talk to her if I was going to get this desperate about it.

      I stood in the aisle, just a couple of steps from her seat, pulled out my book and set about judging myself instead. This wasn’t about a new leaf; this wasn’t about healthier lifestyle choices. This girl had got under my skin in a way no one had for a long time. All it had taken was one train journey, one book, one look – and I was in. The old Max would have been straight over that first day, he wouldn’t have waited for her to get off the train. He’d have got her number by the time the train pulled into Waterloo. He would have stopped her in the station, no matter how she’d looked at him. But now, the idea of approaching her turned my insides to liquid, and I couldn’t work out why. And if I wasn’t going to be able to approach her, was I just going to hope the book thing would work, and then what? She would come over and talk to me? Given the way she’d looked at me before, that felt like a stretch.

      And still she showed no sign of looking up and I was this close to doing something stupid, like, I don’t know, pulling the emergency cord, when a baby at the end of the carriage started wailing. Her head snapped up and I held my breath as I waited for her to look in my direction and catch my eye, and for an awful moment, I thought she was just going to go straight back to her book, when her gaze snagged on the spine of mine. I saw a flash of something in her eyes, and I hoped to God it was author-name recognition. Said eyes trailed up the spine and over my face and then, yes, she caught my eye, and I was sure she recognised me from before, because for a moment I held her gaze and I almost felt her sigh and say, ‘You again?’ I almost wished she had, because I wanted to tell her that I was not who she probably thought I was. I was not that fake version who stayed up too late, stayed out too late, the superficial idiot with the superficial friends. New Max – the real Max? – was better than all of that. I just had to persuade myself, and her, that I could be. And then the train lurched and the spell was broken, and to be honest, that was probably a good thing. I was reading too much into this
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