One

1978

Imagine sitting on a bench on a station platform and looking up to see yourself staring back from the train just about to pull out. Not the you that you are now, but the you of twenty-five years past. Not science fiction, not time travel. No, far harder to believe than those twin fantasies. Let me tell you what happened.

I’d been waiting awhile, somewhat impatiently. The next two trains were only going to Queen’s Park, so, I chose to wait the seven minutes for the one that would take me all the way to Harrow and Wealdstone. Well, my feet were aching, my back a little sore and I had so many bags, I just couldn’t face the crush of a rush hour carriage that would only get me half way home. 
I had taken the fast train to Euston on the way into town to get into the West End as quickly as possible, but had not wanted to face the escalators down to the Tube to return there. I suppose I could have jumped on a bus, but they were all packed too. Instead, I just found the nearest Bakerloo Line station at Edgware Road ready to take the slow train home. 

Now on the platform, I was relieved that I had at least managed to snaffle one end of the shiny metal seat. I would just have to spend the next, well six minutes now, people watching. It was a hobby of mine, choosing my subjects, sometimes on their own, sometimes a couple, occasionally a little family. I would invent stories to go with them, stories that might one day become part of the book. 

It’s surprising how many people you can look at, sort and discard in the first two minutes, before homing in on someone to study. That day, I had chosen the hand holders. He looked a little too smug to me. Those tan loafers a might over polished, the pure wool paperboy’s cap too artistically or, dare I say rakishly, planted atop grey, slightly long hair and long sideburns. His moustache was thick and a little salt and peppery in colour.  Those eyes that smouldered down at his younger companion, that kiss planted on the parting of her silky blonde locks, were a smokescreen. As she nuzzled into his navy scarf and he held her close against his manly chest, his eyes were free to roam. A philanderer with a string of women. I knew his type. He didn’t fool me. A trace of a film star smile graced his lips in case of admirers. His gaze flung around the platform like an invitation. If he looked in my direction at all it was at my shoes, temporarily kicked off. He stared at them for a moment, causing my toes to stop in mid wiggle. I now looked stupidly at my M & S size fives and felt oddly pleased that they were not unnecessarily shiny. This lasted until I became aware of the pronounced tide mark from London’s version of snow last Thursday and, shoving my slightly swollen feet back in, I tucked said shoes under a bulging bag.

As I looked up, the Queen’s Park train’s doors opened. And there I was. I think a ‘huh’ followed by a whooshed exclamation rather than question mark escaped from me, like it would after a punch in the stomach. Can you imagine looking into a carriage on a train and seeing yourself looking back? Well, not yourself as you are now, more than marginally overweight, a little dowdy, generally invisible to the world as it rushed by. No, the yourself you were almost a quarter of a century past. Now, I can only call to mind what my mother would have called a high forehead, a cow’s lick, long brown hair, an expression of full immersion in a book. Yes, I know that sounds like half the population of London, but ordinary and non-descript as I am, you were as like me as, well, me. 

I could not breathe. I could not move. I was rooted to the spot. Even the boarding of the hand holders would have gone unnoticed if it hadn’t been that they obscured my view momentarily. Then, there I was again and, a moment later, I became a ‘you’. It wasn’t the you of my imagination. It actually was you and now the doors were closing. Every part of me wanted to rush forward, even to bang on the windows and shout for the driver and yet I couldn’t move. I was rooted to the very spot. 

It wasn’t until the doors were firmly shut and the train began to move that I, at last, found my feet. Bags forgotten, I staggered forward like a drunkard. Everything seemed to be in slow motion. I fell out of one shoe as I pushed aside a couple of excitedly chattering tourists, then toppled clumsily on to their rucksacks. I crashed down hard on to my right knee, not feeling the graze then. Tears of shock and frustration squeezed between my lashes as I watched the train shrink into the tunnel. I heard someone moan with a cry of anguish that sounded like it came from a wounded animal. I gazed around me up at the concerned and puzzled faces. A young man with spiky red hair bent down to help me up.

‘Don’t worry. There’ll be another one along in a minute,’ he smiled, sympathetically. 

‘No,’ was all I could manage to his puzzlement. The two young tourists also expressed their concern until I murmured an, ‘I’m alright. No, really!’ to what looked like becoming excessive kindness. Shoe restored, I hobbled back to the bench to find all my purchases still there. RJ’s yellow Routemaster from Hamley’s had fallen out, the box a little bashed, but no harm was done. I sat down heavily, just sat there, and might have stayed there on the bench forever, absently clutching the bus. I became aware that the next train was rattling loudly in. Limping slightly and now feeling a strong trickle of blood oozing through my torn tights, I stepped wearily, stunned I’d say, into a busy, but not packed carriage. 

I couldn’t settle and my mind was racing. You were like a flashback, a snapshot, an unforgettable scene captured forever. For once, I didn’t care about the imagined stories of my fellow passengers. I was just frustrated about how long it took to get from one station to another. Not very patient with the journey at the best of times, I was now finding it difficult to remain seated. My foot was tapping and my hands full of nervous twitching as I ripped the tips of my nails off one by one, leaving jagged edges to rub my thumb over anxiously. I rummaged in my handbag for a mint. I decanted some presents from a variety of bags in to a different combination, perhaps in an effort to make myself more aerodynamic when I would, at last, see you. Somehow, you must be hanging around on the platform at the next stop, perhaps waiting for this very train or would it be for the next one? I wondered where were you bound for and why? Were you with someone else? How did I let that first train slip out of the station with you on it? What was I thinking? It must have been the shock. After so many years, the last thing I had been expecting this winter’s evening was to see you. You, all grown up. 

Outside Queen’s Park, I walked up and down, desperate to see you were still there, to see that you hadn’t disappeared on to a bus or your boyfriend’s car. What if you were still down on the platform waiting for the Wealdstone train? Idiot! I sprained my ankle, trying to dash past the weary faced passengers to ensure you weren’t there, attempting to scrutinise every female face as I hobbled on. On board, a young girl offered me her seat, so wild must I have looked. I preferred to stand. At every stop, I stepped out to see if you had stepped off. Kensal Green, Willesden Junction, Harlesden, North Wembley, staring and glaring at the myriad of faces.  How many more stops until the end of the line? ‘Come on, think!’ I said, out loud, I fear. Whenever I travelled along the dreaded Bakerloo Line, I always counted how many stops there were to go. Why couldn’t I remember now? I, eventually looked up at the list of brown stations above the heads of my fellow passengers, who were casting nervous glances my way, as if they were ready to defend themselves if necessary. OK, so three more to go.
As my eyes dropped down once more to resume my frantic face scanning, I saw myself again reflected in the window. A high forehead, a cow’s lick, brown hair, crazy eyes, stern, careworn face, slumped shoulders, sensible cardigan spilling from even more sensible coat. I glanced down at my nonsensical tartan skirt and torn nylons. This was me alright. Where were you? Not at South Kenton or Kenton. Since when did Kenton get so big? That would normally have made me laugh. Now I felt sure I was going to angrily inform everyone in the carriage that Kenton was too big and ask how was I ever going to find you. 
At Harrow and Wealdstone, I waited until the other passengers had walked up the stairs, even until the staff came to search the train and clear the journey’s rubbish. ‘Are you alright, love?’ a kind faced man with a rubbish bag asked, genuinely worried it seemed. I mumbled that I was ‘fine, thanks’ and started to drag my aching body up the steps. My ankle was throbbing and my knee felt stiff and sore. 

The cold night air began to seep into my body. I almost enjoyed the sensation and the sting of the bag straps on my fingers. At the top of the stairs, I turned right and walked about half way across the first floor, before pausing to stare out at the track. I have never been one for unchecked emotions and certainly wasn’t a big sobber, but there was one waiting to escape. I knew that if it did, it would be followed by another and another and I had a feeling that there was a long suppressed tidal wave of sobs just waiting to smash me on to a rock-strewn shore.  I was not a weeper either, yet felt a tear slide down my cheek. When I impatiently wiped it away with the back of my hand and began rooting in my handbag for my gloves, I watched the drip, drip of successfully escaped tears fall down in blobs on to the brown paper covering Pat’ s present. I didn’t look for a hanky, just jammed the sensible, green woollen gloves on my stiff fingers and, in the next few moments, allowed them to become soaked. 
It was a long traipse and I considered catching a bus to at least get me a bit nearer to home, but I knew I could be waiting longer than it would take me to walk. I kept swopping over the shopping bags to ease my agonised fingers. My ankle and knee were becoming more painful, though this discomfort was quite insignificant compared to the turmoil in my head. 

Twenty minutes later, I opened my front door and elbowed the light on in the hall. I couldn’t bear to go into the front room and its predictably decorated tree and, instead, slumped down onto the floor where I was. I do not know how long I sprawled there, leaning against my woodchip wall amidst my shopping. I grimaced as I thought of how pleased I had been with my purchases, just a few hours before. Much as I disliked travelling by train, I had gone into London, faced Oxford Street in all its four weeks before Christmas-ness. I had bought a diary for Mr Taylor next door, a headscarf with horses on for Pat, some Quality Street which Irene would love and bubble bath for Julie and Imelda at school.  I had, against my better judgement, bought Denim soap on a rope for Rory and Smitty for Karen. As well as the bus, which now sat on my knees for RJ, I had found a doll for Rosie and pipe tobacco for Mr Fitzwilliam, the Headmaster at my school. I remembered I had just been thinking that I mustn’t forget to buy that new Christmassy sellotape when I’d become fixated on the hand holders at Edgware Road and then seen you. The realisation that as big as Kenton was, central London to the less posh part of Harrow was bigger hit me. Where had you come from? Where had you been going? 

These days I was usually suspicious of alcohol, but now, once more, I remembered its attraction. Oh, to not feel for a while. I pondered the drinks cabinet, before leaving everything where it was and wincing my way into the kitchen. My knee felt bruised and sore, my ankle was stiffening and my head was aching. I leaned against the sink, staring out into the blackness of my garden as I filled the kettle and then opened a couple of Christmas cards and some bills. I failed to notice the shriek of its whistle before it became so loud it sent me jumping out of my reverie. I sloshed the hot water around in the pot before throwing three spoonfuls of leaves in and making a fine pot of tea. Something didn’t smell quite right in the fridge, but it would have to wait until tomorrow, but least the milk was okay.  Generally, I was trying not to have sugar, but needed one now, though I forgot to strain the tea and had to push the leaves aside with my spoon. I peeled off my tights and dabbed my knee, thinking that it wasn’t much of a graze really, something that a child would have dismissed as every day. Maybe everything just hurt more when you were a grown up. Children were very good at dealing with difficulty as if it was just the norm. 

I was glad of the strong, hot tea, despite the unpleasant leaves, but was too chilled through to hang about and so I gave up mid cup and limped up the stairs. I didn’t even turn the light on, just climbed under my sheets and blankets, covered in my orange nylon bedspread. ‘Brentford Nylons!’ I usually hummed stupidly. Not this night. I could not get warm and tossed and turned before finally dragging myself out to get my winter dressing gown from its home on the back of the bedroom door.  

When sleep did eventually arrive, it was littered with all manner of dreams and scares. Sitting bolt upright like they do in the films, the luminous green hands of the alarm clock told me it was ten to two. I collapsed back on to my pillow, unable to bear the thought of coming fully awake. Something was lurking at the very edge of my mind. Ah, too late! There you were again. That face on that train. My face. Where was that bottle that Ron and Pat gave me last year? 

In the morning, I woke to find I had dribbled on to my pillow. Well, it sure couldn’t possibly have been tears. I was so thirsty it felt like someone had vacuumed the inside of my mouth. My head was splitting, which is an overused, but accurate description. I simply had to get out of bed to get water, each step causing a clanging cacophony. In the bathroom, above the sink, the cabinet threw a nasty reflection back at me. I almost smiled as I thought how insulted any twenty-five-year-old girl would be to be told they looked just like me. Almost smiled. Was her mouth like mine? Was mine like hers when lost in a book? I was being ridiculous, I told myself. You imagined it, my reflection tried to reason with me. You saw a stranger on a train for a few seconds. How could it be her? Why would it be her? She could be anywhere. 

I found a plaster to protect my knee from my clothes and pulled on some slacks. I dragged on a comfy jumper and big thick socks and began to feel warm at last. I managed to settle my agitated stomach with tea and toast. Feeling just slightly restored, I gathered up my presents and carefully packed them with the others in the wardrobe in the spare room. I wondered why I felt the need to hide them away. There was no one in the house except me. Downstairs once more, I drew back the curtains in the lounge and put the tree lights on to brighten up the dull late November morning. By now, I was shaking my head at the very notion that it had been you. 

‘How ridiculous!’ I kept saying out loud. ‘How could it have been her?’

‘You need to stop talking to yourself,’ I chided.

‘I know!’ I answered, nearly smiling. 

I couldn’t face Mass that day. I simply did not want to look the Madonna in her statuesque, but colourless eyes. I didn’t want to see all the little holy families or have to gush at a pretty baby seeking adulation over her mother’s shoulder. I couldn’t bear the sight of the little girls returning from what was still the novelty of Communion with their small, devoted hands pressed together and their heads held proud and happy that they had repented of their sins in First Confession last summer, soon afterwards enjoying the sacrament of Holy Communion for the first time. 

Instead I would do my ironing for the week and finish my cards now that I had my stamps. I would get the carpet sweeper out to save hoovering.  I would dig out last year’s wrapping paper and see if I had enough. I would tidy the top drawer of the sideboard and get rid of the miscellaneous items that had accumulated in it over the past months since I last had a good clear out.  I would go to the corner shop and see if they had any Brillo pads. I would wash my step as my Mammy would have expected as today was milder. I would put my coat on, pulling some clean gloves from the drawer and remembering to put the still soggy ones aside to wash. I would take a brolly as it did look grey enough for rain. I would find myself turning down the back doubles to Wealdstone High Street, largely deserted this Sunday morning, buying a ticket and boarding a train bound for London. How could I not look for you? What else could I do? 
I didn’t know then that this would become part of me. I didn’t know then that every chance I had I would take the train. Sometimes, yes, I would go all the way to the other end of the line to Elephant and Castle. At some point, I decided, for no good reason, that you would be found either where I first saw you or between there and my home town. I can’t say why I felt that way, I just did. 

Anyway, getting back to the day. It felt good to be sitting on the rough clothed seat, in an almost empty carriage in my comfortable shoes and sensible slacks, able to nimbly dismount the train at every station and re- enter without looking insane. I wasn’t sure why you would just happen to be out on the Bakerloo Line at the same time as me, but all I knew was I felt a whole lot better than I had since yesterday, in fact for ages. A young man with his head clamped to a radio was singing about it being ‘a rat trap, Julie’ to his adoring girlfriend in a passable impression of Bob Geldof. I was shaking my head over a discarded copy of the News of the World, when it dawned on me what it was. I had hope. Somehow, I had hope that, after all, I could see you, maybe even speak with you, that I could have more than just a determinedly suppressed memory of a tiny, sweet head and long, beautiful fingers peeping from a pink, blue and yellow blanket. 

The day brightened up enough for me to imagine you in Regent’s Park. For the first day of my search for you I chose Baker Street station to alight at and walked across the bridge through to the boating lake. As I made my way along the familiar paths, past the empty benches, I was flooded with memories, but I set them aside. I had a job to do. Amongst the bare trees and the black ponds, I wandered, scarcely noticing the few people who were out and about on this bleak day. What I needed was a plan. 
At the Boathouse Café, I stirred stoutly brewed, sugarless tea mercilessly, whilst my Rich Tea lay unremembered. I rummaged in my bag for a biro and was pleased to find a long- forgotten shopping list with enough space for me to draw a grid, seven by seven. I slotted in the days of the week and began to add the stations of the Bakerloo Line before realising I wasn’t quite sure what came after Queen’s Park southbound. I’d just passed through there too. Well, I could add that later. I soon recognised I might not be able to get to a different station every day or even every week.  This thought turned my stomach over. I just knew that if I was to… when I was to find you… it needed to be soon. With a scribble and a search for enough room between ‘carrots’ and the edge of the page, I drew another diagram, this time entitling my first column ‘Day 1’ rather than ‘Monday’. With mounting excitement, I filled in every station (except the one that had escaped my mind), delighted to see how quickly I arrived at ‘Day 25’. Twenty-five days did not seem very long. Just twenty-five days, and I might find you. One day for every year of your young life without me. Perhaps sooner. I allowed myself the early stages of a grin and a slurp of cold tea. That’s less than a month.

The next consideration was timing. I thought it might have been around six that I had seen you. I had left the shop in the Edgware Road just after five forty-five, then walked quite slowly to the station laden with my purchases. No, wait. I had stopped at the tobacco kiosk and spent a ludicrously long time choosing, so did that mean 6.15pm? This was going to need an hour time slot, I decided.

These musings led me to why you were there in the first place. Had you been shopping too? Were you on your way home from work or visiting someone? The smile of an indulgent parent seeped through.  Parent, that sounded good and I savoured it for a few seconds. Who cared why you were there? I would have time enough to ponder on my expeditions and how pleased Rory Junior would be with all the Tube tickets I would collect. 
