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Chapter One — The 11:59
The tight had no big words in it. That was the worst part.

Later, Asha would try to remember one cruel thing her
mother had said — one line sharp enough to explain why a

seventeen-year-old was standing at a railway station at
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underneath it — the ones it had taken the very last of her

mother’s strength to say.




She hitched the bag onto her shoulder and walked into the

fog.
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might ch:rige its mind and leave her stranded on the wrong

side of the night.




The platform was empty.

One long strip of wet concrete under a single buzzing light,

the fog pressing in at both ends so that the world simply
stopped, ten steps away, in either direction. Hers were the

only footprints on it.

She set her bag down and, because there was no one
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exact moment the lights of the train came sliding out of the

fog.




The 11:59 came in slowly, and quietly, and far longer than
she remembered the trains being — carriage after carriage

sliding past her in the fog, mo§tof them dark, until one drew

up in front of her with its door already open and its inside

light burning, warm and yellow and completely empty.

She got on. The door hissed shut behind her. The carriage
ran empty from end to : two long rows of empty seats,
and a single light hanging from the ceiling that swung, very
slightly, side to side, though there was no wind inside the
train to move it.

The train pulled out. The platform slid away into the fog —
and Asha, looking back through the black window at the
place she was leaving, saw, for half a second and no more, a
figure. Someone on the platform. Running. Running after
the train with one arm flung up and their mouth open, as if

calling something after her.

Then the fog folded over the glass and there was nothing
there at all. A porter, she told herselt. A drunk. A trick of the
last light. No one was running for her; no one even knew that
she was gone. She turned her back on the window, and she
did not look at it again.



Chapter Two — The Name on the Glass
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nowhere she had to be and no one she had to leave. Then a

wheel shrieked on a curve, and she woke.




The carriage was exactly as empty as before. The single light
still swung on its little chain. And on the window beside her,
her sleeping breath had fogged the cold glass into a soft grey

bloom.
There was writing in it.

Four letters, drawn in the fog by the tip of a finger, from the
inside — slow and careful, the way you write a thing you

badly want a person to see. A name. Her name. ASHA.



She sat very still and did not touch it.

There were reasons. There were always reasons, if you were
sensible, if you looked. She had been asleep against that
glass. She could have breathed the fog herself, could have

written her own name half-dreaming and forgotten she had
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station at all. And the train had never so much as slowed.

That was when she heard the footsteps in the next carriage.




The Things She Los

Chapter Three
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utterly empty. And on the seat nearest the door, alone in all
that emptiness, someone had set down a small blue hair-clip.




A thousand blue hair-clips in the world, she told herself. She
slid the door open and went in and picked it up all the same
— and it was hers. The small chip out of one leaf, where she

had once caught it in a drawer. The exact one.

After that, the train began to hand her back the rest of her
lost things. On the next seat along, a coin she had saved from
a day at the sea. Further on, a paper star she had folded in a

dull class and lost out of a book. A pressed flower, gone

brown and paper-thin. And, on a seat by itself, a single mil
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her, for years and years, and she had never once turned

around and seen you.




She dragged her phone out with shaking hands. The screen

was dead. She held the button down and it woke just far

enough to show her the time before it died again — 11:59 —

and then it went black and stayed black, however hard she
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she came in — and however many doors she pulled open, she

could not find where they had gone.




She stood in the empty booth, holding the warm cup she did

not remember picking up, and made herself breathe slowly,
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“Asha,” it said. “Asha. Asha.”




She ran.

She did not decide to run; her body decided for her. Away
from the voice, away from the warm and empty booth,

forward down the length of the train — because forward was

the only direction that was not behind her, and behind her

was where the voice was. She shoved through the door into
the next carriage, and the cold of the join hit her like water,
and she kept going, down the aisle and through the next

door, and the next, and the next
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whole train come in. It had not been anywhere near this

long.




She stopped in a doorway b.-étween two carriages — in the
roaring, freezmg dark.of¢he joif;where the two floors
ground afd shifted against each other — and d she Bked
ahead, through door after door after door.

They lined up in front of her, all the way down: every
carriage lit, every carriage swaying, every carriage empty,
each with its own light swinging from its own ceiling — a
corridor of them running away to a point so far off that it
could not possibly have been the front of any train on earth.
And at the very end of them, small and steady and red, a
single tail-light burned. The red light that belongs on the last
carriage of a train. On the back of it. Not the front.

She was running toward the front, and the back of the train
was ahead of her. There was no front. There was only more

train, and more, and more.
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That was when she saw the platform.

It rose up out of the fog on the right-hand side — a dark, shut
station, closed for the night: a broken bench, a name-board
too fogged to read, and one sodium lamp burning amber
over a locked ticket office. The train did not slow for it. It slid

past the whole length of the platform and back out into the
dark. And Asha, with her face against the glass, felt the floor

tilt under her, because she had seen that platform before.

The same single amber lamp. The
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company through the night, and would wipe off the glass at

dawn — the way she had wiped away her own name.




reached at last.

“Asha.”




Chapter Five — The Turn
She ran the last of the train,
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she had not, in the end, been able to let go of. She held on to

it as though it might be strong enough to hold on to her.




She could see almost nothing of what stood in it. A shape, in
the dark of the doorway. Tall enough to be a grown person.
And still, now — the footsteps had stopped at last. Whoever it
was stood there in the join between the carriages, in the
roaring dark, and did not come any closer. As if it, too, were
afraid. As if it were gathering the very last of itself to cross
the final distance.

For a long moment she did not move at all. Every part of her

that was still an animal wanted only to stay exactly as she
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orner. she made hersell stand up straight, in the dark, with

around to face the thing that had followed her the whole
length of the train.




In the carriage beyond the open door, the one working light
was still swinging — out, and back, and out — and with each
slow swing its warm yellow reached a little further across
the join, and touched the shape standing in the doorway. A

little. Then more. Then, all at once, all of it.

And Asha saw who it was that had been following her
through the dark. And her legs went out from under her.
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to one another as though the train might try to pull them

apart.




train was already going, and I caught the handle of the last
door and it dragged me on. And I have been walking this
train ever since. All night. I have been walking the whole

length of this train all night, calling your name.”

“I heard you,” Asha whispered. “I heard you, and I thought —
I thought it was —”

“I know what you thought it was.” Her mother drew back just
far enough to look at her, and her face was not tired, and it
was not too tired to stop her; it was the most awake, most
fierce, most alive face Asha had ever seen. “Listen to me. |
was never going to let you walk off into the dark on your

own. Do you hear E%Z—Never Not tonight. Not any night.

There is no version'of this where I let you go alone?

Asha opened her fist between them. The little silver bracelet
lay in her palm, gofne warm from being held so hard —the
thread she had dangled over the tracks and had not, in the
end, been able to cut. Her mother looked down at it, and
made a sound that was half a laugh and half every other
thing at once, and folded Asha’s fingers gently closed over it

again with both of her cold and ruined hands.

“I'm sorry,” Asha said, and it came out of her in broken
pieces. “I thought you wouldn’t — I thought nobody would
ever — and she could not finish it, and her mother did not
make her. “I know,” her mother said, holding on to her,
rocking her a little, the way you rock someone much smaller.
“I know what you thought. And that is the part [ will never
forgive myself for. Not that you left, Asha. That you could

ever, for one minute, have believed that no one would come.”
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had been setting the pieces down — a trail of a whole

childhood, laid out carriage by carriage in the dark.




The name in the fogged glass — her mother, passing a
sleeping shape with its head tucked into the corner of a
window, not letting herself believe it could truly be Asha,

because surely her own daughter would wake if her mother

stood right over her and said her name. She had written it

there in case. She had walked on.

The footsteps that stopped whenever Asha stopped — a
woman at the very end of her strength, halting to listen.
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.looking. Asha had run all night from the one person in all the

world who had run all night toward her.




A door opened somewhere back down the train, and a torch-
beam came bobbing along the aisle toward them, and a voice
— areal one, an ordinary, tired, human voice — said, “Oh,

thank god. We’ve been trying to reach you two for an hour.”

It was the guard: a young man in a high-visibility coat, rain
still shining on his shoulders, a torch in one hand. He
crouched down beside them on the carriage floor. “You're

the mum,” he said gently. “We got the message that you were

aboard, looking for a girl. 'm sorry — I'm so sorry we
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begun, very faintly, at its lowest edge, to turn grey.
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fist, and her mother’s grip warm and certain around her

other hand.




The doors slid open. The clean cold smell of morning came

in to meet them.

And they stepped down onto the platform together, into the
grey-gold light — two figures, side by side, where a whole
night ago, a whole lifetime ago, on another platform in the

fog, one girl had climbed aboard alone.
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whatever it pleases: a stranger, a hunter, a proof that you are

not wanted, not looked for, not loved.
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only way that anyone, ever, has found their way out of the
dark.




+ THE END
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