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Epigraphs
“Mind the gap.”
“Rehearsal is a kind of prayer.”

––––––––
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Note on voices
Erik speaks in italics. The Queen/PA arrives in bold. The Hatter speaks reversed read him in a mirror if you like.
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	3.07am  A tired engineer hears a wall remember something it shouldn’t.

	Wax Chandelier  A platform that never opens lowers the lights as if they were listening.

	Melting Coins  The ticket clerk sells time by the handful and change by the memory.

	Queen of Screams  Cold learns a language and everyone is suddenly fluent.

	Organ Between Rails  Music finds the metal and asks it what it believes.

	Doors That Aren’t  Every exit insists it is honest until you try it.

	Clock Chandelier  Midnight practices falling in slow motion.

	Tattoo Countdown  Ink discovers it has a schedule and no fear of wrists.

	Ink Falls, Lights Die  The house turns its face away to see what you’ll do without it.


10. 3.08 Heart  Morning arrives in the shape of a silence you didn’t know you wanted.
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Chapter 1 - 3:07 A.M.
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London has two temperatures: the one on your phone, and the one under your skin when the city decides to look back at you.

At 3:01 I clock out of overtime with a fingerprint that the terminal pretends not to recognize twice before it finally admits I exist. I’m the last one in the maintenance office below the Piccadilly line plastic plant dusty as a confession, microwave blinking 00:00 like a dead heart, a poster about “See It, Say It, Sorted” curling at the corners. My badge still opens doors it isn’t supposed to. Habit. My body remembers routes even if HR scrubbed my name from the rotation.

Up top, London is glass and noise; down here, London is pressure. Steel remembers every train that ever rattled over it. Concrete keeps secrets in hairline cracks until one day it doesn’t. That’s what I tried to tell them. “Structural hallucinations,” the head of Safety said, eyes on his tablet. Like the steel was gaslighting me. Like the sound I heard was me.

At 3:07 the wall vibrates.

It’s always the wall by the kettle. It’s always when the building is supposed to be dreaming. A low, particular hum E two octaves down from middle C if you were mean enough to make music out of earthquakes. It doesn’t travel through air; it chooses bone. It’s a tuning fork pressed to the skull. It says: I’m awake. Are you?

The first time I heard it, my sister was still a place I could ride to. Back then my hair was longer, my hands less careful, and the world hadn’t yet learned how to fold people into gaps. She vanished at 3:07, a small fact the police told me not to glue myself to. I tried not to. Some facts are already glue when you find them.

The kettle clicks off. I didn’t turn it on. A white curl of steam lifts, behaves like a cut scene, then is gone. I rub my thumb along the counter edge and find, under the laminated wood’s lip, old gum polished by a hundred bored fingers. I think: Do not be Alice about this. Do not follow rabbits. Then a man in a navy coat crosses the far end of the corridor blur of movement reflected in the office’s black window and his wrist flashes. White ink. Two ears, a loop of line, a rabbit so spare it could be a lie.

The hum deepens. The floor shivers like it’s trying not to be obvious.

“Don’t,” I tell myself aloud, because speaking is a kind of scaffolding. “Don’t do this.”

I do it anyway.

The corridor smells like old tea and wet wool. The glowstrips along the skirting boards don’t so much light as they remember having once made light. I cut left. Past the empty supervisor desk with its bowl of out-of-date peppermints. Past the wall map with the Tube diagram you learn before you learn the bus routes. Past someone’s abandoned high-vis vest drooped on a chair like an exhausted canary.

My boots are quiet. I learned quiet in the weeks after I got sacked. You collect a different set of tools when you’re not supposed to exist.

The man with the rabbit tattoo is the kind of handsome you forget as soon as he turns a corner. Which he does. The hum rotates, the way a sound does when you step into the path of a fan. I cut right, then right again, through a staff-only door that opens for my dead badge. Down the short flight where the paint chips show layers of colors like archaeology. Orange once. Blue once. Now a beige the city picked to not be itself.

The maintenance corridor isn’t on the map. It runs along the back of the platforms like a thought you don’t want to say out loud. The hum is stronger here. The walls are sweating. Not water; echo. It beads and blurs things in the way a hot road blurs distance. I know these pipes. I know the personalities of different elbows and welds. I know the small, tart smell when a cable sheath gets an abrasion. I know when something was built to be looked at and when it was built to be ignored.

He stops at a panel that shouldn’t exist. Not just “I’ve never seen this” shouldn’t; “the wall is load-bearing and the panel eats into a beam” shouldn’t. Printed on the metal in a font that stopped being used when I was eight: MAINTENANCE ACCESS – AUTHORIZED WORKS ONLY. Below it, a hazard triangle the color of old yolk.

The man doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t look at anything. He slides his tattooed wrist under the lip of the panel, skin finding a hidden magnet or an old habit. The rabbit seems to move. That’s the stupid thought I have. The rabbit twitches its ear, which is just ink pretending to be movement because the muscles under the skin flex and I’m tired. The panel pops. Cold air breathes through the seam. Not stale. Not rotten. Cold like a room-sized instrument tuned to winter.

He lifts the panel easily. Sets it aside as if he’s done this all his life. Doesn’t glance back. Steps through and down.

“Hey,” I say, because that’s another scaffolding. If he turns and it’s nothing, if he turns and he’s a homeless man making a nest, if he turns and asks what I think I’m doing, I will have an answer shaped like authority.

He doesn’t turn.

The ladder is older than the country. Iron uprights, rungs smoothed by a century of shoes no one remembers wearing. The shaft glows faintly, not from a bulb but from surface tiles catching emergency light and returning it as if they preferred it that way. The hum is a body now. It holds the ladder in two hands and rattles it like a yes.

Rung one, I think, because I know myself and my worst enemy is story. You number things, you get through them. Rung one: you are an adult woman. You do not fall. Rung two: you were a Tube engineer long enough to learn gravity’s moods. Rung three: if this is a trespass, so be it. Rung four: don’t say your sister’s name. Rung five: this is stupid. Rung six: this is the only thing you have ever done that feels inevitable.

Below me, the man’s coat swings and is gone. The shaft tightens. The hum sets a tempo and my feet learn it, that steady four that means trains have either just passed or are about to. It makes me want to lift my head into the wind and close my eyes. It makes me want to cry, which I do not do anymore.

Halfway down I pass a painted stencil: P.S.–84. A designation and a year. A joke and an epitaph. Phantom Station, whispered rumor of a ghost line sealed since nineteen eighty-four, the year my mother decided to stop singing in the kitchen. She always claimed the two weren’t related.

My palms collect a taste of iron. The ladder breathes tiny shivers up into them, minute chattering like teeth. At fifty rungs my thighs protest and I tell them to write to their MP. At seventy I lose count because the hum threads into counting like a hand into a pocket and steals it.

The shaft opens.

I pause with one boot on a rung that is more edge than support and lean into space. It is a platform because platforms are a species; even feral they carry their shape. But this one has decided that life is theater. Chandeliers hang in two staggered rows, the kind that belong over ballrooms, not tracks glass drops tiered like frost, wax fattened and hardened and wet-looking all at once. The light isn’t electric or flame. It is candlelight that learned how to hum. Tiles in white and red ripple from platform wall to platform edge chessboard gone drunk and curing from a fever.

The smell finds me first. Burnt score sheets, which is just paper and ink remembering a heat it didn’t survive. Earl Grey tea, bergamot sharp enough to make my tongue pull back. Cold stone. A breath of metal the way a mouth tastes after biting copper.

The man with the tattoo is nowhere. That’s fine. I knew he would be nowhere.

I step down. My boots touch a world that remembers trains with such clarity that for a second I see one. Not with eyes more like with shin bones and the hairs at the base of my skull. A carriage gliding with no weight. Doors with no doors. Windows tired of holding people in and out. Then it’s gone, but the sense remains that if I breathed in and didn’t breathe out, I could become a smudge of passenger that the platform smiled at and kept.

“Right,” I say. Somewhere there is a clipboard that wants this recorded. Somewhere there is a rule. I look for danger the way birds look for hawks. The edge is the old kind, no tactile paving, no bright lozenges to warn you where your foot ends and fall begins. The rails remain, but they are not sleeping. They are a set of black piano wires laid parallel, tuned to the city’s tiredness.

Seats have been bolted to the rails, actual upholstered theater chairs in two rows where the trackbed should be clear. Red velvet gone bruise-dark, tiny brass plaques on the backs where donors’ names would have been in a different life. Their legs are welded to steel, which should offend me more than it does. There is a stage at the far end the kind you cobble together from scaffolding and a disagreement with the fire code curtain drawn from heavy blackout cloth that once worked festivals under rain.

On the wall opposite the ladder, someone has tiled a crest: a white rabbit, head turned as if it heard something you didn’t. The same spare lines as the tattoo. Its eye is a dot of black glass that catches me and makes me look like I belong to it.

A sign that must once have said WAY OUT now says WHY. The rest of the letters are gone.

“You lost?” I call, as if the rabbit were a person and the person were playing with me, because narrative is a habit like any other, and I have so few left I can afford to hold onto the bad ones.

The hum drops a semitone, as if it were listening and decided to be a little more itself.

The chandeliers tremble. Not much. The minute quiver that happens when the Underground breathes three neighborhoods away. Wax tremors like skin remembering hands. One drop loosens, fattens, falls. I shouldn’t follow it with my eyes, but I do. It lands on the platform near my boot and keeps its shape as if surprised to be a noun. For a hot instant it is warm. Then it is just a shape.

Footprints cross the dust here no, not dust. Soft, powder-fine residue the color of old music paper. Footprints that start where nothing can have started, cross to one of the theater seats, vanish into the cushion as if someone sat and didn’t get up so much as evaporate. I reach out without thinking and touch the back of the seat. Velvet smokes my fingertips, that scent of bad perfume clung to good fabric, and under it the iron of rails, the oil of maintenance. I think, for no reason I can defend, of my mother’s mug left half full beside the sink on the day we decided not to talk about whether grief was a train we could miss.

There is sound, now that my bones agree to translate the hum. It’s far down the platform, at the stage, behind the curtain. Not footsteps. Something longer, more deliberate. A bow drawn across a string. No that would be too clean. A hand dragged down a harpsichord until the instrument complains. No that’s not it either. Think rails. Think tension. Think of someone putting two fingers on a length of polished steel and plucking, and the pluck travels into miles of iron and becomes a map suddenly remembering it used to be a voice.

“Hello?” I say, which is not the right word and we both know it.

In the glass between tiles, something moves. It reads as cape because the body loves a silhouette, but it is not cloth. It is absence like a swallow. It slides along the wall, pauses near a poster frame. The poster has bleached down to ghost colors; once there was a soprano with a mouth like a vow. Someone has nailed a rose-gold microphone to the frame where the date would have been. Its cage is dented by a hand that didn’t learn gentle. A single hair clings to it, long and black and not mine.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Okay, hello.”

A service window clacks dead open somewhere behind me. I turn and the ticket booth is there as if it had been there all along, which is how good stagecraft works. Glass cloudy. Inside: a stool, a stamp pad the color of old cherries, a little metal calendar that still thinks it’s February of 1984. The slot at the bottom for coins reminds me suddenly of my sister’s teeth, all gaps when she was small, the way she believed the Underground and Narnia were cousins.

I step closer, and the hum tightens under my ribs like someone lacing a corset. For a moment I see my own face in the glass and don’t recognize it. My hair is shorter than I remember. My mouth is thinner. There is a telltale from sleeplessness that looks like an unkind photograph. Behind my reflected shoulder, in the ticket booth’s dark, something pale suggests itself and then withdraws. Paper? A hand? No. I refuse the story that moves too fast. I wait.

When you stand still long enough in a tunnel, it starts to believe you’re a part of it. Or maybe you start to believe the tunnel has a part shaped like you. Either way, the moment stretches, takes on its own gravity, decides to ask for tribute.

The PA speaker above the platform cracks to life. White noise like the breath before an announcement. Not words. The suggestion of words warming their mouth. I step under it without thinking, because compulsion and habit are adjacent. The grill is furred with dust you only see when light decides to be your enemy. The smell from it
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