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Hiya. 


The young woman backs in, dragging an enormous case, and collapses on the lower bunk.  I was at a night out - only just made the train.  Hope I never woke you. 


No, it’s fine.  


She stands up and unravels layers of clothing.  When she removes her hat, frizzy black hair springs out from under it. 



It’s baltic the night. Thought I’d get a taxi nae bother but I’d ages to wait.   She rummles in the case, holds up a pair of tartan pyjamas.  


Check these jammies - match the blanket, how weird is that?


I smile.   They look nice and warm.  Sometimes it’s cold in the sleeper.


I’ve never been on one before - usually fly.  I’m Lisa, by the way.  


Joan.  


You a regular, then?


I come down to London a couple of times a year - my sister’s here.  

   
Lisa produces an Oddbins carrier bag.  Fancy a drink?


No thanks, I’ve just brushed my teeth.


She places a bottle of red wine in the metal bin attached to the front of the sink.  That’ll stop it rolling around.  The Scotrail wine rack.


I lie back, listening to the rustles and creaks of Lisa’s preparations in the bunk below. I’ve become an expert in the ways of the sleeper; travel light, wear clothing which is easy to put on and take off, can be layered if it gets too hot or too cold. I even shower and brush my teeth before getting a taxi to the station, wearing my pyjamas under my clothes so I can jump into bed right away, don’t have to wash in the sour little sink under the blacked-out window.


I usually travel midweek when it’s quiet so I’ve rarely had to share a compartment. The last time I did, the other passenger was so terrified I’d turn out to be a loquacious loony who kept her awake all night she barely grunted at me, but Lisa blethers away about her work in London and her family in Glasgow.  Her dad is meeting her at the station and she phones him to say what time we’re due in, then calls her boyfriend and lets him know she’s safely on the train.


I don’t know why people hate mobiles so much.   I like them.  I love to hear the inconsequential conversations of folk on trains and in shops.


They’ve got it in pink in a size twelve - d’you want one?


The five seventeen’s delayed.  I’ll be twenty minutes late.


See you soon, pet.



They seem to map out the love that’s buried under all the everyday trivia, keeping folk closer in a world that forces us to spend so much of our time away from those we really care about.


Lisa’s been to see the Sound of Music at a cinema where the audience wear fancy dress and sing along to the film.


What a laugh.  Rows of nuns.


And that was just the men?


She giggles.  Sure you don’t want a drink?  


No thanks. You go ahead. 


You should go next time you’re down in London.  They’ve got the words up on the screen so you can sing along.


Sounds fun.


I think I might be able to remember all the words anyway.   When Julie was wee we watched it together.  She loved the nun singing Climb Every Mountain, made herself a head-dress out of an old black jacket of her dad’s and called herself Sister Monica.


My daughter once went to a fancy dress party as a nun.   


Cool.


She met her pal in a bar before they went. They were drinking Bacardi Breezers and a man kept staring at her.  She couldn’t work out if he disapproved because he thought she was a real nun - or just fancied her.


Lisa laughs.  What age is your daughter?


Thirty-two.


God, that’s the same age as me.  Cannae believe I’m thirty-two, but.  Still feel about seventeen.  Thought I’d be sensible by now. 


I don’t think you ever get sensible.  Not inside.  Just older.


The train shoogles me off into a light slumber, punctuated by squeaks and grinding noises.  I’m used to it now, but on my first journey I expected the sleeper to be like a cradle, rocking me gently asleep for a peaceful night, never thought the train would keep stopping and starting, jerking me awake. What were they were doing in the middle of the night?  Were we in a siding somewhere, or at a signal, waiting for another train to pass through?  It felt lonely when the train stopped and I longed to hear the sound of other passengers, getting up to the toilet or speaking to one another in the next compartment.


When Julie was wee and woke in the night, girny or teething, I used to walk her up and down, stand at the window to look out on the wet silence.  A streetlamp just outside our house cast cold bleached light on the hedge, but I never felt lonely because she was with me and there was a reason for being awake in that strange night world.   I felt bereft when she stopped waking, used to watch her in the cot, breath rising and falling, eyelashes curled on her cheek like feathers, willing her to turn and open her eyes.   When other women talked of how wonderful it was when their children began to sleep through the night, I found myself mouthing the right words: Isn’t it great to get a night’s sleep at last?  but really there was this gap.  


Mind the gap.


The gap between what I said and what I felt inside.  Of course I wanted her to sleep, it was just - I missed the closeness.  Perhaps it would have been different if I’d been able to sleep beside her; nowadays this is regarded as a normal thing to do but then it was frowned on, and her father certainly didn’t want her in our bed.


A child needs to sleep on its own.


I don’t know why.  No children ever used to sleep on their own.  No one did, except priests, maybe. Or nuns.


We slept in a pull-out bed in the kitchen, the three wee ones - our parents close by in the big bed-recess and the two older brothers in the front room.  If you woke in the night, you could coorie into a brother or sister, listen to the breathing of Mammy or Daddy, watch the ghost of a scuttering fire.


Lisa snores gently.  The train has been stopped for ages and I’ve lost track of the time.  I crawl across to the end of the bunk and pull the blind away slightly, wipe a crumbly frosting of white from the window.   An empty station platform stares back  like the end of the world. 


Carstairs.  


I didn’t know the train stopped here.  


When I was wee this was the bogeyman place,  site of the state mental hospital.  Older children tried to frighten us with tales of madmen escaping from Carstairs, roaming the misty nights, hiding in the tenement close, waiting to get us.


Lisa moves in her sleep, rolls over, and her breath becomes silent like a child’s.


Shivering, I crawl back under the blanket, pull my fleece on top of it.  I can never understand why they don’t give us more blankets - it’s the middle of winter after all.  


The first time I went on the sleeper with Julie she was six.  She was so excited I thought she’d never actually sleep, but she was out like a light before the train even left Central Station, never woke till it arrived in Euston next morning; I’m sure she’d no sense of what it was like to travel through the night.  I remember barely closing my eyes, worrying she’d be cold and trying to double over her blanket without waking her. 


All those worries.  That they’ll stop breathing in the night, that they’ll catch a cold, that they’ll have an accident.  It never stops when they get older, you just have different worries.  I think I’ve spent my whole life waiting for the phone call.


When it came it sneaked up on me, because it was her voice.  I’d always assumed it would be the childminder, the school, the hospital, the police.  Not her voice; normal, only a little shaky round the edges.


Mum, I’ve found a lump.

My body is full of imperfections.  Born and reared in a poor, damp country, with parents and grandparents who worked hard and lived through rough times,  that was only to be expected.  I certainly never got enough calcium or sunlight or vitamin C, was exposed to too much smoke and cold to have the kind of robust and bountiful health that’s expected to be the norm nowadays.  But Julie had every advantage.  Her skin is peachy, her hair soft and shiny, she’s much taller than I am and her body is strong.  She only has one filling and I wept bitterly when the dentist said she had to have it at the age of twelve.  I berated the friend whose mother allowed her to have sweeties and fizzy drinks every day, who had marked my child for life.   By then the coldness had begun to grow between her father and myself and he accused me of being obsessive.  I said if you couldn’t be obsessive about your child there was something wrong and he left and slammed the door, going off to see his lover, though I didn’t know it then.


It’s malignant.


Julie’s hair is fair and silky, ruler-straight .  By the time she was ten it was almost to her waist, just a wee trim every two months to tidy the ends.  Her dad thought I should get it cut short that time in Primary Four when nits were rife and it took an hour to rake through it every night.


I don’t mind.


It’s not fair on Julie.

I used to tell her stories while I searched through it, dividing each section, scraping the white plastic teeth through and rinsing the comb in a bowl of water.  She was fascinated when I found beasties, insisted on looking at them through the magnifying glass.  


It’s got a wee face - it’s looking at me!


I did ask if she wanted her hair short, told her the nuns cut theirs when they take their vows, but by then she wanted to be a princess.


If you cut it, the handsome prince won’t be able to climb up my hair to rescue me from the tower.


The pillow is thin and hard and the bed feels even narrower than when I first climbed into it.  So much for the romance of the sleeper. Years ago I saw a film where  Cary Grant ends up in a sleek American berth with one of those cool blondes favoured by Hitchcock - very sexy but how could anyone ever have sex in here?  I suppose if you’d the chance of sex with Cary Grant you’d do it anywhere.  Or if you were young and in love.


Julie was conceived under a tree in Pollok Park.  We’d no money for a honeymoon and spent a week playing at being tourists in Glasgow, escaping the July stuffiness of our rented room with its paint-stuck windows.   I remember the tangled blue and green of leaves and sky, the smell of swimming pool chlorine on his neck.   He thought it was daft of me to be so definite, how could I know which of the many times we made love that first week of our marriage was the one.  But I always believed it.  Almost told Julie once, when we were out for a walk, though fortunately thought better of it. How irresponsible of a parent to tell their child something so inappropriate - we have to protect them.  


We never think they should protect us.  When Julie called me she’d already been to have the lump examined, they’d already stuck a needle into that most delicate part of her, she had lain on that hard narrow bed without her mother to hold her hand.


Why didn’t you tell me earlier - I would have come with you.


Didn’t want to scare you, Mum.  If it was benign you’d of had all that worry for nothing.


No.  Not for nothing, no - for you. For you, my darling.  


My mother’s generation concealed illness, dropped their voices to a whisper when speaking of it.  Nowadays they think it’s good for us to know the facts, take responsibility, face our demons.  Leaflets in the doctor’s waiting room urge us to check ourselves every month. Pink ribbons adorn products on supermarket shelves, magazines overflow with articles on the risk factors, the different treatments, the probabilities, the prognosis. 


If I could, I’d do anything to spare her this.  I would give up my health, my life, anything, for her not to have to go through this.   It’s one of the truisms of parenthood that you would rather suffer yourself than see your child suffer.   But it is true, nevertheless.  


The train clunks and skraiks into life, moves off, speeding up.  The cold nips my nose, creeps through layers of fleece and wool, penetrates my bones.  I hear snowflakes skiff and skelp the window, imagine the train tracks, like a never-ending ladder, stretch into the distance, travel through the silent white-wreathed world.  In my mind’s eye the journey is straight, though I know the train must climb and descend slopes, meander through twists and turns, and I feel it shudder from side to side on the more obvious bends.


Just after seven the attendant wakes us with a loud knock, manages to open the door a few inches against Lisa’s case and thrusts a paper bag into her hand.


Aw, man, says Lisa.  What ..?


Breakfast.


I lean over the side of the bunk. Hi.

Lisa struggles to a sitting position, rubs her eyes.  In her tartan pyjamas, her dark hair caught back in a pony tail, she looks about twelve.  


Jeezo, is it morning?  


Nearly.

She picks up the carrier, examines its contents.


Are you not having any?


I’m allergic to Scotrail tea.  


She takes a sip.  It’s like tar.   Still, it’ll wake me up.


There’s usually orange juice in the pack, too.


Right.  Hey you have done this before.


I shuffle along the bed, take clean clothes from my case and dress.  As I comb my hair in my pocket mirror, slick Vaseline on my lips,  Lisa sits on the side of her bunk and thrusts her feet into pink bunny slippers with huge ears sticking up at the front.  She sniffs the bra which she tossed on the floor last night.


Minging of smoke. I’ll need to wear it till I get home, but.


Nothing clean in there?  I indicate the huge trunk.


Dirty washing and some Christmas presents for my nieces and nephews - there’s five of them.   Does your daughter have any weans?


No.


Married?


She did have a partner she lived with but they split up a year ago.


My ma keeps on at me to settle down but I tell her there’s plenty time. I would like to have kids some day but.


Her phone rings, one of those shrill insistent tones.


Hiya, Da.  Cool - see you soon.


She pulls on her clothes as I check the contents of my bag, make sure there’s nothing lost between sheet and blanket.  I manoeuvre the steps from the top bunk while Lisa looks in the mirror on the back of the compartment door and groans.


Ach well, my da won’t care what I look like.  


From the mirror stare a lovely, dishevelled young woman and a neat, nondescript older one.


Lisa strikes a pose and bursts into song.  Climb every mountain ... Jeezo, cannae get that flaming song out ma mind.


As we descend from the train, a dapper man of about sixty takes Lisa’s case from her, wincing when he feels the weight of it.


In the name of the wee man, Lisa, you got bricks in here?


Lisa flings herself round him and they embrace.  I hover beside them, scan the platform.  Lisa disentangles herself, grabs my arm.  


Da, this lady shared the sleeper. 


God help her then, if you talked as much as you usually do.  He held out his hand.  Pleased to meet you.  


And you.  


Can we give you a lift?


No thanks, I’m meeting my daughter.


Mind you go see that movie, now.  Lisa followed her da, him wheeling the case, her towering above him.


As the platform clears I see her, standing behind the ticket barrier in a green coat, the lower part of her face buried in a navy scarf. I imagine her eyes; hurt, blue-grey shadows smeared under them. I know I don’t want to look in her eyes, am shocked to find I cannot bear the nakedness of my daughter’s hurt, the reality we must accept together.  I pick up my holdall and start to move towards her, glide like an ice-skater across the glassy paving of the station. 


Mum.  


I take Julie in my arms and hold her as close as our bulky winter clothing will allow; the guddle of noise around us silences as I imagine her heartbeat through the layers.  Then we link arms and negotiate the chaos of commuters, head through the arched exit towards the lightening darkness of winter morning.
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