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Chapter 1

I sprinted up the steps at Venezia Santa Lucia station with minutes to spare before our train left without us, battling to keep up with Si, who was already several metres ahead and currently flinging himself through the glass doors of the station entrance. 

‘Come on, Hannah!’ he yelled, disappearing out of sight.

I groaned under my breath, zig-zagging through a group of about a hundred and fifty tourists who had decided that this was the perfect place to start fumbling about with maps. 

‘Sorry,’ I said, pushing past them, my breath ragged, my heart pounding in my chest. Missing the train was not an option; it would absolutely not be worth the fallout if we did. 

I accelerated up the last few steps with beads of sweat trickling down my back, soaking through my flimsy cotton vest and pooling at the waistband of my jeans, which I now bitterly regretted wearing given the thirty-degree heat. I’d thought I was being clever: it would be freezing on a train in the middle of the night, surely, and so I’d dressed accordingly, which wasn’t ideal now, with the July sun beating down on top of my head. 

I followed Si inside, struggling to keep my pace up, his blond hair bobbing in and out of view. My suitcase, clearly not designed for high-speed manoeuvres, kept either tipping over onto its side or slamming painfully into my ankle. It was as though everything lovely about Venice had disappeared the second I ran through the doors of the station. I couldn’t hear water taxis honking to each other any more or take photos of the reflection of the sun setting over the Grand Canal. Instead there was incessant chattering and too-loud announcements in frenzied Italian and the wails of hot, tired children. It was disappointing that my lasting impression of beautiful Venice might now be tainted by this chaotic, fluorescent-lit, concrete block of a station.

‘You’re slowing down!’ shouted Si over his shoulder.

He waited for me to catch him up and then grabbed my hand, pulling me after him. I must have looked ridiculous, my cardigan flying out behind me like a superhero’s cape while my boyfriend propelled me unceremoniously across the concourse. My feet had never moved so fast as we weaved through the crowds, swerving the scarily long queues for the ticket machines because Si had had the good sense to print ours out before we’d left London. 

‘Right. Which platform?’ he said breathily, dropping his bag and stopping so suddenly that I tripped over the back of his shoe and almost went flying past him. Really, part of me felt like sacking the whole thing off and admitting defeat. We could spend another night in Venice, have a lazy dinner, a late-night stroll through the romantic backstreets of Cannaregio, the one area we hadn’t properly had time to explore. If Si’s sister, Catherine, hadn’t been getting married in Amsterdam the following afternoon, that was. She’d never forgive us if we turned up late or – worse – not at all. 

I wedged my hands on my hips, panting, watching Si’s face as he concentrated on scanning the departures board, mumbling under his breath: Roma Termini, Milano Centrale, Verona Porta Nuova. I was surprised by his excellent pronunciation of Italian place names, a talent I’d had no idea he possessed. 

‘Amsterdam, Platform 5,’ he said, flashing me a look and taking my hand. ‘Come on, Hannah. I think we can make it.’

We started to run, racing past a place called Relax and Caffè, the name of which must surely have been ironic. Following Si’s lead, I swung through the crowds, swerving to avoid the dangerously stealthy wheels of the mini suitcases that kept creeping up on us at every turn.

‘We’re almost there,’ he yelled, pointing at something up ahead. 

Our train, decorated patriotically in the three colours of the Italian flag, hovered on its rails, sleek and still, its doors open, as if to taunt us: you could make it, but will you? Si reached across me, yanked the handle of my suitcase out of my clenched fist and sprinted ahead with both bags held aloft. Gasping for air, and despite now having an excruciating stitch, I leaned forward like a sprinter about to cross the finish line.

A whistle blew.

‘Fuck,’ shouted Si. ‘Wait!’ he yelled to a guard.

We charged towards the nearest carriage. Si threw our bags inside, shoving me up the steps after them. I swung round to check he was behind me, wincing as the doors slammed into him and then bounced open again as he forced his way through and they shut for good. Almost immediately the train began to move, juddering at first, then accelerating smoothly, slipping out of the shadows of the station. 

‘You ok?’ asked Si, wiping sweat off his forehead with the palm of his hand. 

‘Think so,’ I said breathlessly, rubbing at my right side. 

I pulled off my cardigan, tying it around my waist and then leaning back, too exhausted to care that the nozzle of a fire extinguisher was pressing into my spine. When I held my arms out in front of me I noticed, in the golden light sifting through the windows, how tanned they were after a few days in the Venetian sun. How my usually dark brown hairs looked as though they’d been brushed with blonde. We were flanked by the lagoon on both sides now; private water taxis were going full-throttle out on the water, back and forth from the airport, probably. They cost a fortune those things and so, needless to say, I’d spent the entire trip observing them enviously from the heaving queue for the water bus. 

Si bent down, unzipped his bag and plunged his arm inside, producing our tickets with a flourish. ‘At least one of us is organised,’ he said, chuckling to himself. ‘Seriously, Hannah. What would you do without me, eh?’ 

‘Pretty sure I’d manage,’ I mumbled under my breath. I wasn’t in the mood for his jokey comments about how useless I was.

He heard me and cocked his head, looking sceptical. ‘Not if the last hour is anything to go by.’

Anyone would think I’d meant to leave my purse on the counter of the cute little gift shop near our hotel. I hadn’t realised I’d lost it until I’d gone to pay for the water bus tickets and then, of course, we’d had to run back for it, darting through the crowds, avoiding the throngs of bum bag-wearing tourists meandering at a snail’s pace along the cobbled passages. The pretty, dark-haired local girl had retrieved it from under the counter, presenting it to me with a beaming smile. By the time we’d legged it back to the bus stop, the queue had quadrupled in size. I’d suggested we pool together our last few euros and jump in a private taxi, but Si had point-blank refused, citing outrageous prices. Considering the amount of money he must have spent on the trip already it had seemed like an odd place to draw the line.

He stood up and ruffled my hair. ‘We made it, that’s the main thing,’ he said.

I nodded, picking up my suitcase, struggling to elongate the handle and then catching my finger on it in the process. I winced, sucking it to dull the pain. Si, who hadn’t noticed, slammed the heel of his hand against a button, opening the doors through to the next carriage. I followed him like a lemming, stepping on someone’s toes every other second and subsequently apologising profusely. 

‘Here we go,’ Si said chirpily, stopping outside the first-class couchette he’d booked us as a treat.

I waited while he slid open the door. 

‘Oh,’ he said.

I peeped over his shoulder. A family was already inside, a couple and a young boy, their stuff spread out everywhere, a pile of colourful, plastic toys in disarray on the floor. 

‘Excuse me, but this is actually our couchette,’ said Si, showing the man our tickets and dropping his bag territorially onto the floor. ‘See? Couchette 4, Coach H. Perhaps yours is further down?’

The man turned to say something in French to the woman, who was sitting on the top bunk with her legs swinging off the edge. She had one of those sleek, shiny, perfectly symmetrical bobs that stopped just above her chin and I instinctively touched my own curls, which had gone wild and frizzy in the heat. We waited, both of us standing awkwardly to attention. I felt bad about the little boy, who was now hiding shyly behind his dad’s legs, but it wasn’t like they’d be without a cabin altogether, they were just in the wrong one. 

After much shuffling of documents and hissed exchanges too fast for me to understand, the man showed Si a piece of paper. The two of us peered at it: their ticket looked identical to ours, the 19:20 Venice to Amsterdam, Coach H, Cabin 4.

‘For God’s sake,’ hissed Si. 

There had obviously been a double booking. And they had a kid, so of course they should stay where they were. I had begun to suspect, though, that Si hated to lose at anything. A year together wasn’t that long in the scheme of things and there was still lots to discover about each other, especially now we shared a flat. 

‘We’ll find the train manager, then, shall we?’ said Si, standing his ground. 

‘As you wish,’ said the Frenchman, shrugging dismissively. 

I backed down the corridor. ‘Come on, Si. Let’s leave it.’

Eventually Si gave up and followed me, making a beeline for the first member of staff we saw. He wanted to make an official complaint, he told her. She explained (much to his annoyance) that nothing could be done onboard, that we’d have to go to the ticket office once we arrived in Amsterdam. Despite him having another rant at a steward with a drinks trolley along the way, we ended up in a cramped, rock-hard pair of seats a couple of carriages further up in standard class. Si was fuming but pretending not to be. 

‘We’ll be fine out here,’ he said, attempting to ram his bag into the overhead luggage rack and then kicking it under our seats when it finally dawned on him that it wasn’t going to fit. I moved my knees to let him past. I’d given him the window seat because I’d been on a train journey with him once before and remembered that he’d moaned continually about people knocking into his shoulder ‘all the time’. Also, I knew that once he got settled he’d be out like a light; it would be nicer for him to lean up against the glass. The only thing was, I was now stuck on this thing for the next fifteen hours and couldn’t even daydream out of the window, or pass the time by taking fuzzy photos of the view. I slid my fingers up and down the strap of the camera that had been almost permanently slung around my neck for the last few days, wondering whether I’d have time to shoot half a roll in Amsterdam before the wedding.

‘Sorry about this, Han,’ said Si, looking sheepish. ‘What a fuck-up.’ He took my hand, stroking the skin between my thumb and forefinger. ‘This was supposed to be a special treat. You only turn thirty once, don’t you?’ 

I swivelled my knees to face him, holding his face in my hands. ‘It’s fine, Si. Honestly. I’m having a lovely time.’

‘But I had our schedule all mapped out,’ he went on. ‘Tripadvisor raved about the first-class couchettes, called them cosy and romantic. I’d have booked us a flight, otherwise.’

‘It is romantic,’ I insisted. ‘And going without a bed for the night just adds to the adventure.’

‘Adventure wasn’t exactly what I had in mind,’ he said, propping his elbow on the window ledge and pinching the top of his nose with his thumb and finger. I could tell it was killing him that things hadn’t gone exactly to plan. Welcome to my world, I thought. 

‘Try to relax,’ I said to him, fanning myself with my hand, already too hot.

‘There’s no air-conditioning on this thing either, then, I see?’ said Si, wiping his upper lip on the shoulder of his T-shirt.

‘There wouldn’t have been in the couchette either, then, probably,’ I reasoned, getting out my book and deciding it was best to leave him to stew for a bit.

I was half-way through Gone Girl, which my friend Ellie had lent to me because allegedly I was the only person she knew who hadn’t read it. The female protagonist’s psychotic tendencies notwithstanding, I thought there was something very appealing about the idea of dropping out of your current life and reinventing yourself as somebody else altogether. I supposed that, in a much smaller way, I’d changed myself too, when I’d met Si. Had become a more contained, more settled version of myself. The sort of girlfriend I thought he deserved and that I’d always suspected I had the potential to be, when I met the right person. And after what I’d found in Venice, it looked as though it was working. I bit my lip, unable to stop myself smiling as I tried to get comfortable, resting my head on Si’s shoulder. 

‘I need the loo,’ he whispered into my ear after a while, stroking my thigh. ‘Sorry, sweetheart.’ 

I sat up, stifling a yawn. ‘What time is it?’ 

Si looked at his watch. ‘Ten past ten.’

Just over twelve hours to go, then. A full working day and then another half. My neck ached and I desperately wanted to stretch out my entire body; to fall asleep on my back with my legs flung out like a star fish. When I stood to let him pass, I felt unsteady on my feet.

‘Back in a sec,’ he said setting off down the aisle. I watched him go, marvelling at the fact that even under these circumstances, he managed to look all groomed and neat in his emerald green polo shirt and straight-cut indigo jeans. His hair was the same natural honey-blond at thirty-three as it had been at five, apparently, which annoyingly meant he still looked very young. He’d been asked for ID in M&S recently, for example, something that hadn’t happened to me for over a decade. To make matters worse, the week before we’d come away, I’d been brushing my hair one morning, pinning my choppy fringe to the side, just for a change, and it had been right there: my first grey strand. How could it be, when I was literally only just out of my twenties? I’d immediately started having dark thoughts about my impending death (which seemed closer than ever, now) and about how I hadn’t achieved half the things I wanted to achieve. I couldn’t even blame my genes: Mum was fifty-seven and I’d never seen any grey scattered through her fine, dark-blonde hair. And I had no idea whether my dad had gone grey or not. His hair was dark like mine and he was olive-skinned, too. He was also short and stocky, like I thought I was, so perhaps I’d blame him for the grey. Why not, since he wasn’t around to prove me wrong?

I sat back down, looking for signs of life out of the window, anything that might tell me where we were. As we’d rattled on, I’d lost track of which country we were in, as though the train could be taking me anywhere and I would just let it. Outside, only the occasional light appeared on the horizon, like splashes of yellow paint on a black canvas. I could see the chatty American boys across the aisle reflected in the glass; they were asleep now, slumped on a parent each, their eyes closed, but not completely, so that you could still see a glimmer of white between the lids. I wondered whether that would be Si and me in a few years’ time: the two of us travelling across Europe with a couple of kids in tow. Breaking up fights over sweets and who’d had longer on the Nintendo console.

Si’s phone buzzed. It wasn’t like him to go anywhere without his prized possession, a copper gold iPhone that was pretty much welded to his hand. After feeling around on the floor with my foot, I found it in the gap between our seats. A message preview sat at the top of the screen and I half-glanced at it, assuming it was his sister, who had been messaging him constantly in the run-up to the wedding. I put it on his pull-down table. 

When I looked up, Si was standing next to me.

‘Got us some drinks,’ he said.

‘Great,’ I said, smiling up at him. That should liven things up.

He edged past my knees, hurling himself into his seat and picking up his phone. 

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Thought I’d taken this with me.’ 

He scanned the screen.

‘You got a message,’ I said. 

‘Yeah?’ 

He pressed a key, tutting. 

‘Who was it?’

‘Work,’ he said, pushing his phone into his pocket. 

‘Not Dave, surely?’ I said, referring to his nightmare new line manager. He’d made Si’s life a misery since he’d started a couple of months before and was always on his case about something. Either that or he was trying to pin the blame on Si for mistakes he’d made himself. 

‘No, thank God, and he’s the last person I want to think about tonight,’ said Si, pulling down my table with more force than was strictly necessary. ‘Here. I got you a wine.’

I unscrewed the bottle with zeal, pouring fragrant, ruby-red liquid into a flimsy, plastic cup. Oh, the glamour of train travel. Si did the same with his sparkling water. I was proud of him for sticking to his self-imposed no-alcohol rule, but given the stresses of the day I thought he’d have been much better off with a brandy. It felt strange that he didn’t drink any more and I was relieved to note that it wasn’t just me who thought so – Ellie and her boyfriend, John, had been baffled by it when they’d come round for my birthday dinner last month, expecting the night to descend into the usual drunken revelry.

‘That’s exactly the kind of sound I like to enter a room to,’ Ellie had said, appearing in the doorway at the precise moment I popped the cork on a bottle of Prosecco. She’d edged round the table to pull me in for a hug. ‘Happy birthday, Han.’

I’d hugged her back, squeezing her tightly. ‘Thank you both for coming.’

‘Here, put this in the fridge,’ she’d said with a knowing wink, thrusting a bottle of wine into my hands. 

Si and John had followed her into the kitchen, already deep in conversation about football. Apparently, Arsenal were doing well, which seemed to please them both. I’d branded Si a fair-weather football fan as he only showed interest in his team when they were winning. Also, I thought he pretended to like football more than he actually did, depending on who he was with. I supposed I couldn’t blame him for that; didn’t we all do it, show relative enthusiasm for something based on how much we wanted to be one of the gang?

‘Right. Drinks,’ I said, handing them round. ‘Oops, sorry, Si,’ I said, doubling back, grabbing the orange juice from the fridge and pouring him a flute of it. ‘Almost forgot you.’

Ellie looked confused. ‘Not drinking, Si?’

Si scooted past me and I smiled up at him instinctively as he pressed his hands into my hips.

‘I’ve given up, actually,’ he said casually.

‘What, permanently?’ asked John, already necking Prosecco like it was going out of fashion.

‘Think so,’ said Si, putting on his apron. ‘On a bit of a health kick.’

Ellie gave me a look; I shrugged. I hadn’t mentioned it to her because I knew she’d make a fuss and also, I wasn’t quite sure how to explain it myself, because it seemed to have come out of nowhere. When we’d first moved in together, I’d loved how we’d chat about our day over a glass of wine in the evenings, one of us setting the table while the other one cooked. It had been something to look forward to when I’d been chained to my desk at work, struggling to stay focussed in the afternoons. A chance for us to relax together, for me to shake off the frustrations of the day. Now things felt the tiniest bit more distant. He went straight from work to the gym most nights and so by the time he’d come home and we’d had dinner, I’d be knackered and ready for bed. On the bright side, though, I was drinking less, too – it wasn’t as much fun on your own, something that became glaringly obvious in Venice. One balmy late-afternoon we’d been sitting in the most beautiful cobbled square and I’d been trying to enjoy an ice-cold glass of peachy white wine whilst Si spent the entire time tutting over the extortionate price of sparkling water. 



After an agonisingly slow-moving hour during which the train seemed to have practically come to a halt, I was desperately bored and not remotely tired. It was careering along nicely again now, rocking us rhythmically from side to side. The wine had helped so much that I’d been to get another.

‘Let’s have some fun,’ I said, trailing my fingers across Si’s knee. 

He took one of his earphones out and leaned into me so that the tips of our noses were touching. ‘And how, exactly, do you propose we do that?’ 

We settled on people-watching, with Si providing a brilliant David Attenborough-style commentary about the imagined life story of whichever passenger we had decided to observe. 

‘He’s going to visit a Dutch girl he met on holiday in Bali and although he looks all cocky about it, he’s secretly wracked with nerves that she’s going to reject him, like all his exes before her,’ said Si.

‘You think?’ I asked, dubious about his appraisal of the guy with the swagger and the hipster beard. ‘He looks very sure of himself.’

‘It’s all a front,’ he said convincingly, reaching out to tuck my long hair behind my ears. ‘And she,’ he said, nodding at a nervous-looking woman returning from the buffet car with a mini bottle of white wine and a plastic cup, ‘is going to visit the long-lost half-sister she connected with on Facebook. She’s terrified in case they hate each other. That’s why she’s drinking. She’ll have another before the end of the night, you’ll see.’

I laughed. ‘You’ve got some strange ideas.’

Si’s phone rang and he fumbled around in his pocket for the handset. ‘Hello?’ 

It would be Catherine, I bet.

He mouthed: My sister.

I knew it. My ears immediately tuned in to her shrill voice reeling off details of the latest minor setback she’d decided to turn into a catastrophe. After years of dating the good-looking but dull friends of friends from Durham university (that was how she’d billed it to me, anyway) she’d met her fiancé, Jasper, on a work trip to Amsterdam. He was ten years older than her, an art curator – a job title I still did not fully understand – and from a wealthy Dutch family who apparently owned properties all over the globe. Perhaps, for the first time in her life, Catherine felt as insecure as the rest of us. She’d been preparing for her new role with great dexterity, however, and together with her mum, Pauline, had pretty much morphed into Berkhamsted’s equivalent of Pippa and Carole Middleton. They’d thrown themselves into wedding preparations with a frightening intensity, sourcing bespoke invitations from somewhere on Mount Street and ordering personalised marshmallows for the wedding favours, because that’s what Pippa had had, apparently. As for the dress … well, I had not been trusted with the details of the dress. I knew it was from some über-expensive New Bond Street boutique, but the actual design of it was shrouded in secrecy and whenever I asked, purely out of politeness, which fabric she’d chosen, or which shade of white, or whether she was wearing a veil, she made a zipping motion across her lips and I was put firmly in my place. 

‘Can’t Dad do that?’ asked Si wearily, rolling his eyes at me in an attempt at good humour.

I smiled encouragingly at him, opening my book to distract myself from the sound of Catherine’s voice, which was increasing in volume as the conversation went on and she got herself in more and more of a state. Seriously, was this what planning a wedding did to you? Magnified every single neurotic trait you’d ever had?

‘No, I’m sure Hannah won’t mind putting the napkin rings onto the napkins,’ said Si. 

I widened my eyes at him, hoping to convey the message that enough was enough, that he had to put his foot down. I’d already been allocated several tasks to ensure the wedding of the year went off perfectly the next day, including compiling the two-hundred-plus place cards (Catherine claimed I was the only person she knew with neat enough handwriting) and tying magenta chiffon around the stems of each bespoke bridesmaid’s bouquet. It would have been much easier all round if she hadn’t fired the hotel’s in-house wedding planner, but when she’d dared to suggest that Catherine’s colour scheme would clash with the dining-room décor, there’d been no coming back. Pauline wasn’t exactly the voice of reason, either. Honestly, the way she and Catherine had been banging on, you’d think the ceremony was going to be televised worldwide. 

‘Look, Cath,’ said Si, massaging the space between his eyebrows, ‘I’m going to have to go in a minute, all right? We’re on a train here. And, oh look, we’re slowing down and there’s a station coming up. I might have to move some bags around or something.’

I frowned playfully at him, kicking his ankle gently. We weren’t stopping, the train was picking up speed if anything. I tipped my head out into the aisle, eyeing up what everyone else was doing (sleeping, mainly) and only half-listening to Si placating his sister, telling her that everything would go smoothly, that she would look beautiful, that Jasper would be proud of her and that he, Si, was proud of her whatever happened. Even the two guys in front seemed amused; I saw them swivelling their heads to snicker at us through the slit between their seats, baffled, no doubt, by the weird gravelly tone Si reserved exclusively for his sister and which was about an octave lower than his usual speaking voice. When I’d first met Catherine, a few months after Si and I got together, I’d immediately assumed we’d have nothing in common. She was one of those privately educated girls who was pretty and smart and popular and had never really struggled with anything as far as I could tell and therefore had the sort of extreme confidence I could only dream of. But when she wasn’t talking about weddings, it turned out we weren’t as different as I’d thought. We’d bonded over a love of wine and reality TV and I thought we might actually have the beginnings of a proper friendship. 

‘I really am going to have to go now, Cath. Ok? See you tomorrow, yeah?’ said Si.

He hung up and looked at me in disbelief. ‘Is it bad I’m going to be relieved when all this is over?’

I chose my words carefully. ‘She has turned into a tiny bit of a control freak.’ 

‘Turned into? She’s always been one. It’s been heightened by the wedding, that’s all,’ he said, throwing himself back in his chair and making a frustrated groaning sound.

‘Come on, let’s have a look through your Venice pics,’ I said as the train rattled on and someone with an unnecessarily loud voice decided to make a phone call, despite it now being one o’clock in the morning. ‘That’ll cheer us up.’ 

I was too exhausted to read my book and too wired to sleep, stuck instead in some terrible, restless limbo. He handed me his phone. 

‘They’re not great, though, Han. Yours will be much better.’

‘They won’t,’ I assured him, although I thought they probably would be. I appeared to have finally found something I was quite good at, and rarely left the house without my beloved second-hand Canon AE-1 these days. It had been a Christmas present from Si and was the most thoughtful gift I’d received from anyone, ever. 

I flicked through Si’s camera roll, starting from the shot he’d taken of me when we’d first arrived in Venice. We’d been at the airport, waiting in the queue for the water bus. For once, I didn’t mind how I looked: relaxed in cut-off denim shorts, flip flops and a black T-shirt, my hair curlier than usual because of the humidity, a guidebook open in my hand, a huge smile on my face because I was ecstatic to be there, in this place that I’d dreamed of visiting since I was a little girl, when Mum used to show me pictures of all the sights and make up stories about them. Then there was the selfie he’d snapped of us standing outside the Basilica San Marco, which wasn’t the most well-framed shot because at 6’2” Si was ten inches taller than me, so it was practically impossible not to cut off either the top of his head or everything below my nose. 

While I was sending Mum a WhatsApp montage of the photos Si had taken at the Doge’s Palace, his phone vibrated and another message began to slide into view.

‘Let’s see?’ he said, whipping it out of my hand and looking at the screen. ‘Fuck’s sake,’ he said, tutting theatrically. ‘Work again.’

‘What do they want now?’ I asked.

Not that it would make much sense if he told me, anyway. I still wasn’t 100 per cent sure what he did on a day-to-day basis. I knew it was something to do with selling pharmaceuticals and that he had to travel a lot and stay in Premier Inns and that he did presentations and that he didn’t find public speaking the worst thing in the world.

‘I’m not reading it on principle,’ said Si. ‘I’m on holiday, aren’t I?’

I looked at him, hesitating. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘Course it is,’ he said, laughing hollowly. ‘You’d finished with the photos, right?’ 

‘Not really.’ 

‘You shouldn’t be on the phone, I read about it somewhere. The blue light messes with your sleep pattern,’ he said.

‘It’s too noisy to sleep anyway, so what difference would it make?’

‘Why don’t you put your earplugs in?’

‘Left them in Venice,’ I said, picturing them on the bedside table at the hotel, my fluorescent green saviours. I’d have to pick up some more when we got to Amsterdam.

‘Well I intend to get some rest even if you don’t,’ said Si, sliding his phone into his pocket. ‘Otherwise I’ll be of no use to anyone tomorrow.’ 

He angled his body away from me, scrunching up against the window, closing his eyes, each breath becoming deeper and longer. Si was always short with me when he was tired, he admitted it himself. He’d be fine after a few hours’ sleep. I, on the other hand, would most likely have to navigate the wedding with a severe case of sleep deprivation. I imagined getting drunk too quickly at the reception and telling inappropriate jokes before having a wine-fuelled row with somebody. My anxiety took over and doubled the twisting feelings of inadequacy in the pit of my stomach. Pauline would make snippy comments behind my back, I could picture it now: This isn’t her world, Simon. She doesn’t know how to behave at an exclusive event like this. Because Pauline consistently referred to the wedding as ‘an event’, which I secretly found unbelievably annoying.

Massaging my jaw with my fingertips, I tried to put myself in the sort of blissful state conducive to sleep, which wasn’t easy when the couple in the seats behind were whispering so loudly that they may as well have used their normal speaking voices, and somebody further back was frenziedly eating a packet of crisps. 

Si’s phone buzzed again. Seriously, what was going on? It could only be Catherine. I inched my fingers towards Si’s pocket, sliding the phone out as carefully as I could. I was going to put it on silent. He’d only just got to sleep, the last thing he needed was her sending him a slew of frantic messages. There was no point both of us being knackered at the wedding.

The phone vibrated for a second time as I tapped in his password, which he’d told me ages ago was 1956, the year his mum was born. A message sat at the top of the screen, from an unknown number.

Are you awake? It’s me, Al.

I frowned. Presumably it was someone from his work, although he’d never mentioned an Al, and the only Al I knew of was Alison, one of Catherine’s bridesmaids. She’d organised the hen night, a stupidly expensive weekend in Marbella that I’d tried to get out of because I couldn’t afford it and because I didn’t know anyone other than Catherine. I had gone, of course, mainly because I hadn’t been able to think of a good enough excuse not to. Alison, I remembered, had seemed nice enough until she’d got drunk, argued with a Spanish guy she’d been getting off with all night, and threw up in the swimming pool. If it was her, it was possible there was some sort of last-minute crisis. Catherine was probably doing her head in, too. 

I scrolled up. There were other messages from the same number.

It’s me, can you talk?

And before that:

I’m at the wedding. When are you getting here? Urgently need to speak to you.

It was definitely bridesmaid Alison, then. I put his phone on silent anyway; whatever was going on, there wasn’t much he could do about it tonight. I tried to slide the phone back into his pocket without disturbing him, but it slipped out of my hand and clattered onto the carpet. I winced, praying I hadn’t broken it. He’d go mad if I had. He stirred, and I looked tentatively across at him. His eyes were half-open and he clasped his hands together, stretching them up above his head. 

‘Your phone fell out,’ I whispered, touching him lightly on the arm. 

He patted his pocket, then ran his hand between our seats.

‘It’s on the floor,’ I stage-whispered.

Somewhere between sleep and wakefulness, he bent down and scooped it up. I noticed he put the phone into his far pocket before turning to lay his head back against the window. It was odd that he hadn’t mentioned the other texts from Alison, but I was sure there was a simple explanation. He knew I was fed up with Catherine’s constant demands, that was all, and probably thought I wouldn’t want to hear it. I’d ask him about it in the morning. 

I closed my eyes, squeezing them shut. Si began to snore softly. The doors kept hissing open and shut every few minutes and I could hear a group of lads shrieking with laughter in the next carriage along. Surely there must be a quieter spot somewhere on this train? I could go and sit somewhere else, just for a little while. The change of scenery might do me good. I pulled my straw shoulder bag onto my lap, careful not to disturb Si. Then I stood up, chucking my cardigan on the seat because it was still boiling and I didn’t think I’d need it. My suitcase was in the rack by the door; it would be fine there, I’d be back to pick it up in the morning. I hesitated for a second or two, fingering my camera strap, thinking I should write a note. I’d only be an hour or two anyway, he probably wouldn’t even notice I’d gone. Then with one last look at Si, I stumbled towards the front of the train. 










Chapter 2

I finally found a pair of empty seats in carriage A and threw myself into them, scooting across so that I could rest against the window. I hadn’t intended to come this far up, but a trio of pissed blokes had been making a massive racket in the carriage one up from ours, and the one after that had smelled like mould, as though someone had left their clothes festering in the washing machine for days on end. Ridiculous of me to be so fussy, really, we were on a night train across Europe, what had I expected? In any case, I was here now and carriage A was seemingly the least offensive option, even if I would have to endure the tinny sound of crap dance music blasting out of some guy’s headphones a few seats back. Was he playing the same song on loop? I looked over my shoulder at him, intending to give him a dirty look, but he was slumped on top of his bag with his eyes firmly closed. What kind of person fell asleep with their music on that loud? In desperation I raked through my bag again, deciding I might as well put my own music on as an antidote to his. I almost cheered out loud when I pulled out my earplugs instead, which hadn’t been left in Venice after all, but had been tucked inside a leaflet advertising guided tours of the Gallerie dell’Accademia. I pressed them in, slipped off my shoes and tried to get some sleep.


Early morning light was streaming through the carriage when I next opened my eyes. Disoriented, I reached for Si, forgetting that he wasn’t next to me, that he was somewhere further back, oblivious – hopefully – to the fact I’d moved seats at all. I took out my earplugs and rotated my head to the left and then the right, rubbing my aching neck, annoyed with myself for not having had the forethought to bring my cardigan so that at least I could have used it as a pillow. I looked out of the window, wondering where we were, watching the world slide silently by, the details all fuzzy and diffused, like one of those old-fashioned home movies shot on cine camera. The sun was almost entirely hidden by tumbling clouds, elephant-grey on the inside then edged with a brilliant, silvery white. I pressed my nose against the glass as we rocketed through a pretty village made up of fifteen or twenty houses, each with whitewashed walls and terracotta roofs. Its tiny, deserted station reminded me of a piece from a toy I used to have: the train set Dad had bought me for my seventh birthday. I could still remember that day, sitting cross-legged on the brown corduroy sofa in our lounge, waiting for him to come home from work so that we could tuck into the hedgehog cake Mum had made. I remembered he’d come in after a day on the building site, all dusty and tired, brandishing a huge box wrapped in shiny red paper. He’d left us a few weeks later, which must have been why the memory was so entrenched in my mind. Birthdays had never been the same after that. 

I rotated my ankles to get some life back into them and scraped my hair up into a bun using the frayed elasticated band that had carved an angry pink circle around my wrist overnight. Looking for the nude ballet pumps I’d flung off in the early hours of the morning, I jabbed around under the seat in front, eventually finding them and hooking them on to my feet. Then, yawning, I levered myself to standing, had a stretch and looked up and down the carriage. Most people seemed to be awake, flicking through guidebooks and magazines, stuffing sweaty, microwaved toasties into their mouths. The smell was making my stomach rumble. When I got back, I’d nip to the buffet car, grab Si and myself some breakfast. Croissants with jam and butter were his favourite; I’d get him two, and a nice strong coffee.

I picked up my bag and set off down the aisle, retracing my steps from the night before. The train kept lurching forwards and I had to concentrate quite hard on not stacking it to the side, failing dismally at least once as my hip slammed into someone’s shoulder. The train was getting livelier the further towards the middle of it I went, with each carriage more populated than the last. I carried on, digging my fingernails into the felt fabric of the seats, nosing over people’s shoulders to see what they were eating, until suddenly I couldn’t go any further. There was a door blocking my way with no window and no buttons to press and no way of getting through to the next carriage. I stared at it, confused. Perhaps lack of sleep had made me delirious. I needed to think. I must have gone wrong somewhere, walked past my actual seat, and the rack with my suitcase in it, which contained the change of underwear I was desperate for, and my wash bag so that I could nip to the loos and scrub my face and clean my teeth. I tried turning the handle, but it didn’t budge. I’d only walked through four carriages and I knew, knew the train had been longer than this. 

I turned round and headed back the way I’d come, clutching at seat backs as the train tipped and undulated, my head twisting from one side to the other, searching for Si’s face, his shock of blond hair, the black cardigan I’d left on my seat. I was cold in my thin summer vest now that we were further north, in France, maybe, or in Holland already. The air-conditioning had finally kicked in, and I had nowhere near enough layers on. I passed the seat I’d slept in, arriving at yet another grey door, which, given that it said No Entry in three different languages, I could only assume was the driver’s cabin. I leaned my back against it, looking down the aisle at a sea of heads and sticking-out feet. I took a deep breath. My mind must be playing tricks on me. Obviously I’d missed something. Si must have been in the loo before, it would be as simple as that. I’d do the length of the train again and I’d find him. I checked the time on my phone: 6.14 a.m. We weren’t due into Amsterdam until ten something, so I had plenty of time. 

I set out again, this time searching for any face I recognised: the American family, the Dutch couple who’d been sitting behind us, but I couldn’t see any of them. A pulse throbbed in my throat. I reached the back end of the train again, turned round and headed for the front, searching for clues. 

After another futile round-trip I sat back down in the seat I’d slept in with my hands clasped together in my lap, my palms now slick with sweat. I looked out of the window again, trying to make sense of the landscape, seeing if I could work out where we might be stopping next. I searched for something recognisable: a building, a road sign. There were station names, but we were screeching past so fast that I couldn’t make them out. I had the stirrings of a distant memory, a snapshot of something that flickered into my mind and then out again. 

There was nothing for it, I would have to wake Si and ask him where he was. I got out my phone, prodding at the screen with clumsy fingers, dialling his number, waiting for him to answer. He wasn’t going to be happy when he found out what I’d done. It rang and rang, eventually going to voicemail. I didn’t bother leaving a message, he was obviously still asleep. The best thing would be to sort all of this out before he realised anything was wrong.

I dipped my head out into the aisle, wondering whether I could ask someone, and what I could say:

Excuse me, but do you know where the rest of this train has gone?

Or perhaps, Hello, I seem to have lost my boyfriend.

And then I heard someone barking Italian into a crackling radio and I perched on the edge of my seat, ready to pounce.

‘Mi scusi,’ I trilled as a guard sailed past, head held high, doing his best to avoid making eye-contact with anyone.

‘Madam?’ he said, elongating the ‘m’ sound at each end of the word and flashing a toothy smile. Resplendent in a navy-blue uniform and gold-trimmed hat, he clutched a ticket machine between his hands. He was a jobsworth, I could tell. 

‘Un problema,’ I said to him, thinking he might appreciate an attempt to speak his native language. I tried to recall the few words I’d picked up at our school’s Italian club, which I’d only joined because Ellie had persuaded me that we’d then be fully equipped to go Interrailing around Italy for the summer where we could have flirty conversations with Italian boys, which of course we’d never had the money to actually do. ‘I cannot find my seat. It was back there, I think. Carriage F?’ I waved my arm towards the other end of the train. 

‘What is your destination, Madam?’

‘Amsterdam.’

He sucked air through his teeth. ‘Nooooo,’ he said, shaking his head slowly, as if to make sure I’d noticed. ‘No, Madam, you are not on the right train. We are in Paris now. Look,’ he said. 

‘What?’ I said, my eyes darting towards the window. The wide boulevards lined with trees were just visible between the huge, brutalist apartment blocks and offices that sat alongside the tracks and blocked out almost all of the light. Paris. Of course. I recognised it now. I turned back to him, swallowing hard. 

‘But I was on the Amsterdam train!’ I said.

‘Madam, the train separated in Geneva at 3.38 this morning. There were many announcements. You did not hear them?’ 

‘No,’ I said, covering my mouth with my hands. ‘I didn’t hear anything.’

My earplugs, I
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